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Introduction

AGENCY, ACTIVISM, AND CITIZENSHIP
IN CHILDREN’S AND YOUNG ADULT
LITERATURE AND CULTURE

GIULIANA FENECH

This book discusses children’s and young adult agency and activism across
literature and culture, demonstrating how they influence child citizenship. It
engages with agentic voices and practices across multiple spheres of young
people’s lives, as well as the challenges to active citizenship faced by chil-
dren. The collection establishes both agency and citizenship to be relational.
We consider agency as a system of relations between children themselves,
between children and adults, children and institutions, children and nation-
states, as well as children and the nonhuman. We discuss citizenship as an
entanglement, a process of becoming rather than an awarded status expe-
rienced passively. Across the essays included in Child as Citizen, we review
the interconnectedness that emerges from these relationships and attempt to
untangle some of the complications. How can we truly position children as
cocreators within institutions and systems that do not share our values? How
do we balance individual and collective agency? How can citizenship become
a vehicle for care-full activism rather than a passive status? To respond, we
adopt an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on the sociology of child-
hood, children’s literature studies, youth culture studies, media, technology
and cultural studies, and Anthropocene, ecofeminist, and disability studies.
Brought together into a single volume, we hope that these essays become a
point of reference in establishing how children’s and young adult texts bring
their readers closer to embodied participation in political processes of posi-
tive change toward social justice.

The role of the child in society has been a matter of interest for centuries
(James and Prout 1990, Milne 2013, Gubar 2009 and 2016, Cummings 2020) but
the historical categorization of the child as innocent and in need of protection,
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or evil and in need of discipline (Crawley 2010, Spyrou 2018), is no longer
valid. Likewise, the more modern notion of the child as victim and subject
to multiple pathologies (Cavazzoni et al. 2022), or its antithesis framing the
child as uncaring and detached (Nance Carroll 2021), are inadequate pictures
of the childhood realities that we encounter both in life and in literary repre-
sentation. Together with the contributors to this book, I am thinking of child
and young adult agency as multidimensional and based on the possibility to
engage in a broad range of entangled civic systems and processes. Spanning the
personal, the familial, the social, and the political, these systems and processes
are predicated on (but are not restricted to) the right to access knowledge and
resources and the right to use that knowledge to participate in dismantling
ideological hierarchies of power that no longer serve well. The impetus of this
form of agency is resistance, social justice, and activism (recognized as move-
ments rather than moments) that is not “predetermined by inherent biological
or physiological factors,” such as age, and is not “an essential, transhistorical
or transcultural continuity” (Lesnik-Oberstein 2011). Changes that occur on
personal, familial, social, and political levels may look and sound different
depending on the geopolitical context that children inhabit (Percy-Smith
and Thomas 2009). In fact, the intersectional and intergenerational sense of
agency at play in children’s claims towards more active forms of citizenship is
recognized as crucial to understanding their role as citizens (Hardman 2001).
At the heart of the changes we see forming around cultural constructions
of childhood is a generational gap that fails to acknowledge the power that
children have to act upon their own situation and the context around them.
For this to shift, it is necessary to destabilize “power relations between adults
and children” and, as the essays in this collection demonstrate, this also means
“destabilising power relations between misogynistic patriarchal societies and
more equitable ones” (McDowell 2002).

Forming communities of their own, often online, young people experi-
ment with different forms of relational and social agency, enacting change
through deeper inclusion and more distributed forms of power. The multi-
plicity of voices that are entering the public sphere (as we learn to harness
the positive power of the internet even more than ever before) is enrich-
ing. Is it fully representative? No, not yet. Is internet use unproblematic?
Certainly not. We have a long way to go. It is, however, more vocal about
injustice and well-connected than was historically possible before the digital
age. The degree to which young people are challenging the “more tradi-
tional, developmental discourse of children’s incompetence” (James in Flynn
2016: 266) is perhaps the most fundamental change we have noticed in our
research on the role of the child as citizen.
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Instead of labeling children and young people as snowflakes (Fox 2017),
authors in this book recognize them as active citizens. Instead of describing
children and young people as a narcissistic, selfish, disrespectful cohort of
human students, we acknowledge their interest in the local, the sustain-
able, the folk, and the digital as a different mode of being in the world
that goes beyond a simple, or for that matter defeatist, reaction to the big-
gest problems in the global political situation. Having said that, we are not
advocating here for the glorification of a whole generation; in fact, many
of these essays emphasize the importance and influence of collaboration
and learning across generations. As Meg Rosoff reminds us in her essay on
the value of books in today’s climate, being oblivious is dangerous and the
antidote to that is being aware and agentic. A hopeful position is one that
“assumes competency, that promotes an ethic of care and cooperation, and
that recognizes young people as co-producers and coperformers [sic] rather
than passive recipients” (Flynn 2016: 263). This volume therefore explores
young people’s engagement in solution-building toward climate change,
unsustainable housing markets, rising levels of debt and subsequent finan-
cial hardship, modern-day slavery, the constant threat of far-right politics
and the long shadow cast by dictatorships that cling to power, causing so
much harm to communities along the way. The onus to provide solutions
is not placed fully on young people, of course, but the passionate desire to
contribute is definitely a trait that emerges in the studies on young people
included in this volume.

In view of this, or perhaps as a result of it, the “care-full” (Motta &
Bennett 2018) activist approach coupled with the decolonization project
spreading across children’s literature and its associated academic circles is
commendable and is placed at the forefront of the methodologies under-
lying the research and writing of this book. Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak
describes how research in children’s literature and childhood studies is
meaningful and can have social and political impact. It can also gener-
ate the multiplier effect discussed by Farriba Schulz when discussing the
impact of academic research on cultural and political changes instituted
in society, but not unless there is commitment across the whole com-
munity of stakeholders. Decentering the white, male, ageist, Western
gaze is important, as is uncovering the injustices and suffering on which
much of today’s prosperity is built. No longer content to accept the status
quo or even the fait accompli sense of business as usual (is that inter-
changeable with a sense of despair?) that young people are often presented
with, they seek to understand the processes behind the products, the
systems beneath the societal norms they are told they “should” endorse,
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and the injustices inherent in our institutions perpetrating systemic
abuse of person, policy, and politics (op de Beeck 2020). As both Rosoft
and Schulz point out, there is a sense of anger growing toward political
complacency around social inequity and injustice, and rightly so. And,
out of this anger, new forms of activism emerge. As Naomi Hamer and
Ann Marie Murnaghan claim, young people are becoming more aware
that it is not enough to be a passive citizen—we all need to be actively
engaged in society for real change to be affected. Our engagement needs
to be cooperative, intergenerational, embodied, and spanning multiple
social and cultural platforms. It is only through a remembered interwoven
culture of care and community that we can move through, and beyond,
the numerous global crises currently knocking at our door (Soep 2014;
Jenkins et al. 2016; Scolari et al. 2018). This is what lies at the heart of
child citizenship in a post-9/11, (post) “ecostable,” (post)pandemic, and
mass-displaced world.

Child as Citizen addresses the culture of care and community directly
through “the right to culture” (Harde and Kokkola 2018; Moylan 2020;
Castro and Clark 2021; Reynolds 2022). Expanding on UNESCO’s defini-
tion of the right to cultural life, we use the word “culture” to refer to the
right to live by your chosen identity, alongside your inherited one. This
could include (but is not restricted to) revisions to your ethnic, racial, and
religious customs, assigned gender and imposed sexuality, body apology/
autonomy, the practices associated with your socioeconomic class and
the (non)geographical place you call home. Again, none of these are new
concerns. Historical, comparative studies of children and young adult
literature demonstrate how young people are framed in society and the
roles they are asked to take on (Gubar 2010; Joy 2019; Slavtcheva-Petkova
2023). What is new, however, is the way in which we are connecting these
epistemic frameworks and roles to daily life and coupling this work to the
drive for a more simple, scaled-down, and sustainable way of life, as well
as a more representative and empowering literary and cultural landscape.
Children and young adult involvement in the public sphere demonstrates
a desire for “a richer sense of self” (see Hamer and Murnaghan in part
IV) and a richer “emotional geography” (see Murphy in part IV). Our
work explores how this desire traverses the literary, cultural, and media
landscape, gaining traction as it grows.
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THE URGENT NEED FOR CARE-FULL ACTIVISM:
AN AUTHOR, ACTIVIST, AND ACADEMIC’S PERSPECTIVE

In line with its objective of representing agency, activism, and citizen-
ship from multiple perspectives, part I of this volume features essays by a
renowned children’s author, an activist, and an academic. It begins with a
manifesto on the value of books, penned by none other than Meg Rosoff.
Rosoff laments the current state of affairs: “Children in the twenty-first
century are being groomed by education [and governments] to conform
to a standard capitalist model that favors self-interest, consumption and
economic growth over the creation of a better world.” Childhood reading
is in sharp decline. Where, if anywhere, do books enter the conversation
in a world where barely anyone reads anymore? And what role do we need
them to play? Ranging from a broad overview of her own experience with
reading and writing children’s books, to the motivation behind some of the
most needfully troubling stories she has written, Rosoft delivers a scath-
ing yet deeply moving account of why children need books, now more
than ever. Children’s role in society is dependent on their knowledge of
what matters and why. But not only, Rosoff reminds us: their society and
ours depend on what they choose to do with that knowledge. Failing to
equip young people with a meaningful education will have a detrimental
effect on us all. We used to say children are the future. Rosoff reminds
us that there is a strong case to make for acting as though children are
the present because the future itself is at stake here. The second chapter
of part I offers Nicola Parker’s practitioner’s perspective of developing
Amnesty International’s work on children’s literature and human rights.
For over two decades, Amnesty International has used story, poetry, illus-
tration, and nonfiction to support children and young people in develop-
ing knowledge, building empathy, and gaining the confidence to stand
up for themselves and others. Parker guides us through “a three-stage
evolution: firstly, using stories to explore human rights; secondly, support-
ing young people’s freedom of expression through a poetry and spoken
word education resource; and thirdly, upholding children’s participation
rights in a book creation process.” The essay raises key questions about
the nature and extent of child participation in democratic processes and
how these may be affected by geopolitical context. It offers important
insights into “a dynamic use of literature, where adults’ challenge is not to
be didactic but to embrace freedom of expression, to listen to and trust
the children” The sense of urgency at the heart of this work is also pres-
ent in Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak’s essay on academic activism. In spite
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of institutional structures that become more and more commodified and
service based, Deszcz-Tryhubczak reminds us that academia can still be
engaged in “implicit or small activism.” Here, small does not mean insig-
nificant. Deszcz-Tryhubczak outlines the multiplier effect that university
classrooms can have. Adopting a feminist ethics of care framework, she
advocates for “care-full activist onto-epistemological commitments in
our scholarship and other professional activities,” which allow us to resist
oppression and participate in the younger generation’s rebellion against
systemic silencing and injustice.

LITERARY AGENCY AND A RECASTING
OF EQUITABLE CHILD CITIZENSHIP

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 demonstrate how relational social agency is narra-
tivized across different literary genres and forms, as well as periods, for
children and young adults. Juxtaposed to one another, the three essays
highlight difference as an onto-epistemic opportunity for increased equity
that helps us to imagine and execute the right to citizenship beyond tradi-
tional notions of conformativity (see Christensen) and productivity (see
Leach-Leung, Coste). In chapter 4, Nina Christensen explores how agency
works in relational systems of influence. Analyzing elements of a picture
book, a project in which authors and children coproduce stories for chil-
dren, and an autobiographical account of children and adult relationships
in the nineteenth century, Christensen demonstrates how children are
capable of acting with others. She observes that while able to harness a
more powerful form of action through connection, they remain true to
their own identities, even though these may still be developing. Each of the
analyses presented in the essay allows the reader to think through the ways
in which children are allowed to act and what resources they draw on in
order to affect the change that they feel is necessary, both in themselves and
in the context or people around them. Change often requires destabilizing
current worldviews in a movement toward more inclusive, stable, and just
ones. In her essay on disability, Elizabeth Leach-Leung extends this argu-
ment to the types of agency afforded to children with disabilities in cultures
that promote citizenship measured by old forms of material and economic
productivity. Through her analysis of eugenic legacies in children’s litera-
ture, she reminds us of the systemic changes needed for children’s books
to become more diverse and demonstrates how to read for eugenic legacies
and resistance in children’s and young adult literature featuring disabled
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characters. She identifies its impact on disabled citizenship alongside the
promotion of agency in disabled and able-bodied children in these narra-
tives. Angled differently through a discussion of ageism, Jill Coste discusses
agency and citizenship in the same terms. Her essay is a moving plea to
continue believing in the power of children’s literature to elevate its readers
and empower them to act against systemic injustice. By looking at mul-
tiethnic writers who began their work as teens and whose novels address
social concerns that push back on hegemonic norms, Coste demonstrates
how “these young writers challenge aetonormativity and prove their might
by prioritizing and amplifying the conversations that can help change our
world for the better” Systemic injustice is a key focus both in the writing
of these teenagers, as well as in Coste’s own work, as she foregrounds the
emotional needs of teenagers who are dissatisfied with the civic cultural
practices they find themselves forced into and are seeking to change them.
All three essays highlight a desire to build childhood ecologies founded
on care, curiosity, connection, and courage despite oppressive structures
pushing us in the opposite direction. They highlight the fact that children
do not simply have or possess citizenship but rather that citizenship is
an entangled relationship based on interconnectedness and cooperation
across all spheres of life—intellectual and embodied experiences across
cultural, social, and political contexts. Therefore, as elaborated in the next
section on childhood ecologies, agency is framed here as a “working with”
rather than a “working on” issues, or even people, so that within collective
systems, everyone maintains the right to meaningful participation without
compromising their identity. This, we argue, also requires acknowledgment
of historical and systemic trauma and a consideration of how corporeal
aspects of children’s everyday geographies affect agency.

CHILDHOOD ECOLOGIES AND
THE AGENCY TO ACT AND HEAL

In chapter 7, Daniela Brockdorff and Katrin Dautel focus on young adult
literature that demonstrates children and young adults working through
trauma while harnessing individual and relational agency to mitigate their
disturbing situations. Like Leach-Leung and Coste, they emphasize the fact
that young people resist victimization and almost always perform better
under duress than we may expect. Trauma, “narrated in its raw form through
stories of abuse and neglect, challenges agentic paradigms of the child as
powerful,” but this research shows that even young people subject to abuse
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are resourceful. Often, they are able to “expand” the space around them by
using the imagination to interact with objects and creatures in their envi-
ronment. Introducing Lambros Malafouris’s notion of “creative thinging” as
a making of “new things that scaffold the ecology of our minds, shape the
boundaries of our thinking and form new ways to engage and make sense of
the world” (2014: 140), Brockdorff and Dautel demonstrate how storytelling
is a way of exploring human-nonhuman relationality and the ways in which
this can be a tool to promote agency (Raithelhuber 2016; Spyrou, Rosen,
and Cook 2018). Taking this discussion further, Irena Barbara Kalla links
the discourse on trauma, environment, and relational agency to literature
on the Holocaust, showing that failure to recognize the interconnectedness
of all things leads to tragedy. Kalla finds a useful set of analytic tools within
ecocriticism and encourages us to think more deeply about postcatastrophic
literature and its revelations on the role children may take when society is
in crisis. Building on Parker’s essay, she notes that the suppression of young
people, leading to a lack of agency and therefore citizenship, is “intertwined
with other exigencies of the twenty-first century, such as poverty, hunger,
migration, and human rights issues.” Thus, exploring child agency and citi-
zenship as an “ecology” can be a powerful method to describe the relation-
ships of young people with literature, culture, society, and nature. In chapter
9, Anne Klomberg develops this discussion further by exploring corporeal
citizenship as an ethics of care that encompasses all life on earth. As Coste
does in part II, Klomberg delves more deeply into the ecofeminist ethics
of care principle to show how teenage activism is embodied rather than
abstract. She argues that “adolescent bodies are always, already, somewhat
out of place as a result of aetonormativity,” emphasizing their “outsiderhood”
Like Leach-Leung and Brockdorff and Dautel, among other authors in this
collection, Klomberg insists that this does not necessarily mean that young
people are disempowered. Embodied activism allows us to appreciate that
adolescents’ materiality can become a source of power, enabling them to
challenge aetonormativity, and reject the hopeless world image that adult
characters envision. Literature provides examples of ways in which this can
foster more meaningful experiences of citizenship. Through all these chap-
ters, we understand why citizenship cannot merely be awarded but must
emerge from a cultural ecology that fosters the “richer sense of self” that
Hamer and Murnaghan describe, as well as the richer “emotional geogra-
phy” outlined by Murphy. Additionally, as discussed by Rosoff and Parker,
the function of books in children’s lives and how they do, or may, leverage
their readers into higher positions of civic power, generating real (legal and
long-lasting?) change, is an area that deserves sustained attention.
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SYSTEMIC AGENCY AND SITES
OF RECOGNITION AND ENGAGEMENT

In this section, Schulz, Murphy, Hamer and Murnaghan, and Kulkarni and
Owens explore how children’s and young adult literature is produced and
received within sites of “agentic relation and recognition”—the places and
spaces where children encounter power and may choose to adopt it. As
discussed throughout this volume, the encounter with power can come in
the form of adult and/or systemic intervention attempting to raise them
up or, equally, oppress them. This section of the book considers four of the
most significant cultural and educational sites through which literature is
positioned to help young people negotiate their relationship with power—
schools, archives, museums, and online platforms. In chapter 10, Schulz
focuses on the role teachers play in establishing the literary classroom as a
space in which to rethink the children’s relationship to/with/in nature and,
through that, to consider the implications of childhood ideologies to under-
stand what is oppressed or leveraged in the process of representation. Schulz
draws on ecocriticism to ask what agency means at the interstice of nature
and culture and how the agentic child is framed through that perspective.
The social/pedagogical angle of this chapter is important as it outlines the
“multiplier” effect that so many activists name as a crucial aspect of their
work. As Deszcz-Tryhubczak also points out, pushing back and rework-
ing old systems requires high levels of momentum to sustain and, in turn,
this requires more people (and diverse demographics) to get on board with
the work. In chapter 11, Murphy frames “emotional geography” (mapped
throughout the objects and memorabilia in the archive) as a way of discover-
ing lost children’s voices while better understanding the role of children in
society historically. Working through archives with an open mind allows us
to study children’s experiences based on their own account, alongside that of
those observing them. Importantly, as Christensen observes in her essay too,
it invites us to replace the predominantly white, male accounts of children’s
restricted social roles with more relational and interconnected relationships.
Likewise, in chapter 12, Hamer and Murnaghan explore museums as a site
for adventure, agency, and independence that can, and often do, function
as liberatory sites for imagined futures. Studying child-adult relationships
through museums efficiently exposes a tension between adults and children.
The children form their own real and imagined relationships to the objects
and collections on display, but they are also very tightly controlled and moni-
tored when spending time in these spaces. This seems to be an anomaly that
is dismissed by cultural phenomena like Night at the Museum but reemerges
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whenever past histories are challenged and called out as being inadequately
framed. Like Brockdorft and Dautel, Hamer and Murnaghan study the rela-
tion of reality and fantasy as ways of expanding space to amplify children’s
voices. Standing more firmly in their own worldviews and becoming active
agents of change is a topic picked up by Kulkarni and Owens, who expand
the discussion to include digital practices as they play out in the world of
TikTok. As Coste and Klomberg also observe in their essays, Kulkarni and
Owens note that nurturing subcultures as a way of democratizing critique
leads to the onto-epistemic redefining of (in)justice and generates positive
change from the inside out.

CONCLUSION

Generating positive change from the inside out is a powerful tool against
oppression and this collection explores both the nature of that change as well
as its literary, social, and political manifestations. The fight for justice and
healthier, more inclusive, societies is both personal and collective. As authors,
academics, teachers, and curators study and create the changing conditions
of child agency, activism, and citizenship, it is important to adopt the curios-
ity and spirit of collaboration that we see emerging in young people. Their
desire to tell their own story, to claim their own identities and have them
represented in books, films, and digital and social media worlds is, or must
be, at the heart of efforts to democratize children’s literature, media, and
culture. While acknowledging the absence of children’s voices represented
directly in this volume, we hope that our scholarship still provides a step in
that direction as it outlines the complex, care-full changes that are already
taking place, and those that still need to happen.

REFERENCES

Castro, Ingrid, and Jessica Clark, editors. Representing Agency in Popular Culture: Children
and Youth on Page, Screen, and in Between. Mayland: Lexington Books, 2018.

Cavazzoni, Federica, Alec Fiorini, and Guido Veronese. “Alternative Ways of Capturing
the Legacies of Traumatic Events: A Literature Review of Agency of Children Living
in Countries Affected by Political Violence and Armed Conflicts” Trauma, Violence, &
Abuse 23, 1n0. 2 (2020), 555-66. d0i:10.1177/1524838020961878.

Crawley, Heaven. “No One Gives You a Chance to Say What You Are Thinking’: Finding
Space for Childrens Agency in the UK Asylum System.” Area 42, no. 2 (2010),162-69.
doi:10.1111/j.1475-762.2009.00917.X.



INTRODUCTION 13

Cummings, Michael. Children’s Voices in Politics. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2020.

Flynn, Richard. “What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Agency?” Jeunesse:
Young People, Texts, Cultures 8, n0.1 (2016), 254—65. doi:10.1353/jeu.2016.0012.

Fox, Claire. I Still Find That Offensive. London: Biteback Publishing, 2018.

Gubar, Marah. Artful Dodgers: Reconceiving the Golden Age of Children’s Literature. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2010.

Gubar, Marah. “The Hermeneutics of Recuperation: What a Kinship-Model Approach
to Childrens Agency Could Do for Children’s Literature and Childhood Studies”
Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures 8,1n0.1 (2016), 291-310. doi:10.1353/jeu.2016.0015.

Harde, Roxanne, and Lydia Kokkola editors. The Embodied Child: Readings in Children’s
Literature and Culture. London: Routledge, 2019.

Hardman, Charlotte. “Can There Be an Anthropology of Children?” Childhood 8, no. 4
(2001), 501-17. d0i:10.1177/0907568201008004006.

James, Allison. “Agency.” In The Palgrave Handbook of Childhood Studies, edited by Jens
Qvortrup et al., 34-45. Houndmills: Palgrave, 2009.

James, Allison, and Alan Prout, editors. Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood:
Contemporary Issues in the Sociological Study of Childhood. London: Routledge, 2003.

Jenkins, Henry, Sangita Shresthova, Liana Gamber-Thompson, Neta Kligler-Vilenchik,
and Arely Zimmerman. By Any Media Necessary: The New Youth Activism. New York:
NYU Press, 2016.

Louise, Joy. Literature’s Children: The Critical Child and the Art of Idealization. London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2019.

Lesnik-Oberstein, Karin, editor. Children in Culture, Revisited: Further Approaches to
Childhood. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.

Malafouris, Lambros. “Creative Thinging”” Creativity, Cognition and Material Culture 22,
no. 1 (2014), 140-58. doi:10.1075/pc.22.1.08mal.

McDowell, Kelly. “Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry: A Culturally Specific, Subversive
Concept of Child Agency” Children’s Literature in Education 33, no. 3 (2002), 213-25.
doi:10.1023/2:1019634116385.

Milne, Brian. The History and Theory of Children’s Citizenship in Contemporary Societies.
New York: Springer, 2013.

Motta, Sarah C., and Anna Bennett. “Pedagogies of Care, Care-full Epistemological
Practice and Other Caring Subjectivities in Enabling Education.” Teaching in Higher
Education 23, n0 5 (2018): 631-46. d0i:10.1080/13562517.2018.1465911.

Moura, Pedro. “Children and Youth Cultures Meet the Challenges of Participation—
Interview with Henry Jenkins” Comunicagdo e Sociedade 37 (2020),187-99.
doi:10.17231/comsoc.37(2020).2657.

Moylan, Tom. Becoming Utopian: The Culture and Politics of Radical Transformation.
London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020.

Nance-Carroll, Niall. “Children and Young People as Activist Authors.” International
Research in Children’s Literature 14, no.1 (2021), 6-21. doi:10.3366/ircl.2021.0374.

op de Beeck, Nathalie, editor. Literary Cultures and Twenty-First-Century Childhoods.
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020.



14 GIULIANA FENECH

Percy-Smith, Barry, and Nigel Patrick Thomas, editors. A Handbook of Children and Young
People’s Participation. London: Routledge, 2009.

Qvortrup, Jens, and William A. Honig, Michael-Sebastien, editors. The Palgrave Handbook
of Childhood Studies. Houndmills: Palgrave, 2009.

Raithelhuber, Eberhard. “Extending Agency. The Merit of Relational Approaches for
Childhood Studies” In Reconceptualising Agency and Childhood: New Perspectives in
Childhood Studies edited by Florian Esser et al., 89-101. London: Routledge, 2016.

Reynolds, Kim. “Culture for All: Why Children’s Literature Matters.” Accessed October 11,
2022. https://www.culturematters.org.uk/index.php/arts/fiction/item/3942-culture
-for-all.

Scolari, Carlos, editor. “Teens, Media and Collaborative Cultures: Exploiting Teens Trans-
media Skills in the Classroom.” Accessed July 20, 2020. www.transmedialiteracy.org.

Slavtcheva-Petkova, Vera. Young People, Media and Politics in the Digital Age. London:
Routledge, 2023.

Soep, Elizabeth. Participatory Politics: Next-Generation Tactics to Remake Public Spheres.
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2014.

Spyrou, Spyros. Disclosing Childhoods: Research and Knowledge Production for a Critical
Childhood Studies. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018.

Spyrou, Spyros, Rachel Rosen, and Daniel Thomas Cook, editors. Reimagining Childhood
Studies. London: Bloomsbury, 2018.


https://www.culturematters.org.uk/index.php/arts/fiction/item/3942-culture-for-all
http://www.transmedialiteracy.org
https://www.culturematters.org.uk/index.php/arts/fiction/item/3942-culture-for-all

Part1

The Urgent Need for Care-full Activism:
An Author, Activist, and
Academic’s Perspective






Chapter 1

“DO YOU THINK YOU’LL EVER
WRITE A REAL BOOK?”

Troubled Children and the Trouble with
Writing for Children in 2022

MEG ROSOFF

This talk was delivered as a keynote address
at The Child and the Book Conference in Malta in 2022.

People get very excited when they hear 'm a novelist. An actual novelist!
How thrilling!

Then comes the inevitable follow-up—what sort of books do you write?

Telling people that I write books for children is nearly always met with a
tolerant smile and the end of the conversation.

At this point, I force myself not to stutter and prevaricate not to say:

Well, my subject is adolescence so my books are frequently catego-
rized as YA, but mainly the people who read them are creative writing
students or adults who are interested in coming-of-age stories, the
bildungsroman, so I'm not only a children’s writer, per se, I mean, I'm
exploring what adolescence means and have also written for adults,
and the children’s and adult books are more or less on the same sub-
ject, i.e., what it means to be a person.

What I'm trying to say, in the most embarrassing way possible, is that I
write SERIOUS books. Literary books. For children.

Most of the time I don't try to explain, which is good, because it sounds
a) incredibly defensive and b) totally pathetic.

17



18 MEG ROSOFF

In the end, however, it doesn’t matter much. Once I mention that I write
for children, everyone starts to look over my shoulder, hoping to meet some-
one who does a “real” job, not the equivalent of working at a cat rescue.

Because writing for kids isn’t like writing proper books—to the general
public, and sometimes even to publishers, it’s barely a real job at all. Writing
children’s books is the sort of thing anyone can do for a hobby, like baking
cakes or designing hats for dogs, something innumerable people have told
me theyd really love to try.

“Oh, you're a children’s writer! How interesting. If all else fails, I think I'll
write a children’s book too”

It is fashionable these days to become a children’s writer in your spare
time because after all, how difficult can it be? A bit of rhyming or alliteration
for your main character: Squishy the Squid, Peppy the Puppy, or Buddy the
Bear, and presto, you're in.

Of course if you're lucky enough to be a pop star, a famous footballer, or an
Instagram influencer, your book will not only get published, but you probably
won't even have to write it yourself, and you might also get a huge advance.

Celebrities, influencers, minor royalty. The idea that you need any par-
ticular skill to write for children seems to have gone out of fashion, skewing
the market toward a kind of amateur story-making based on achievement
in other fields or on your number of Twitter or Instagram followers.

It’s all part of the process of commodifying children’s books, stuffing them
into the sausage machine of commerce, where a few huge publishers make
bigger and bigger profits and the books become more and more anodyne.

I am not the first person to complain about this. Perhaps it's what writers do.

In 1980, Maurice Sendak wrote, “We are flooded with books; books come
pouring out of the publishing meat grinder. And the quality has dropped
severely. I'd much rather we just took a year off, a moratorium: no more
books. For a year, maybe two—just stop publishing” (Sendak 1980).

But the publishing goes on. And the theory is this. . ..

Children are idiots anyway; it’s not like you need any special talent to
write for them.

And the corollary to that? Children’s writers are not REAL writers because
they only write for idiots.

There are two problems here. The first is that children are not idiots and
they are not simple versions of adults. They are possibly more complex ver-
sions of adults, though they know a good deal less about finance and politics.

The second problem with writing mediocre books for children is that
it makes children think that’s what books ARE. A bit samey, a bit dull, not
nearly as much fun as the internet or Fortnite.
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It's an adage among writers and librarians that if you give a child the
wrong book, they won't tell you they don't like the book, they’ll tell you they
hate to read.

I do not belong to the contingent of outdated English public school boys,
most of whom serve in Boris Johnson’s cabinet, who believe that eight-year-
olds should read Charles Dickens and Walter Scott. Fashions in books change,
language changes, the world changes—how many adults have the attention
span for Dickens anymore?

But to write well for children requires skills at least as sophisticated as
those required to write well for adults—the ability to construct a good story,
originality of thought, a talent for writing—but the additional ability to tap
into the psyche of young people—their sense of humor, what worries them,
what frightens and delights them, the extremity of their brains.

Children are hardwired to investigate the world. To try to understand it.
The first independent travel a small child will do is in his or her own head.

I read last weekend that a famous British actor joined forces with his
sister to write The Fart That Changed the World. Which should not surprise
me. There have been at least ten thousand children’s books written on the
subject of bottoms and poo. Because don’t all children get a kick out of poo?

But there is one classic book on the subject, a really good book, one you
can bear to read over and over, that adults like as much as children—a book
that is more than an exercise in sniggering. The Story of the Little Mole Who
Knew It Was None of His Business, written in 1989 by Werner Holzwarth
and Wolf Erlbruch, is a strange, subtle, anarchic book. For starters, the Mole
himself is an angry picture book character, which is not something you come
across very often—in picture books, children are almost never depicted as
having strong emotions. In addition, the illustrations are powerful, not pretty
or cute. It is not an exercise in “children are idiots anyway.

Neither is Duck Death and the Tulip (2007) also by Erlbruch—the finest
treatise on death that I have ever read by anyone for any age group. It is one
of my favorite picture books because it tackles the most difficult subject in
all of literature—death—without a trace of sentimentality. There are no sweet
funeral scenes in this book, no sparrows in boxes, no meaningful chats with
mother about heaven. Duck Death and the Tulip is a classic piece of litera-
ture—so challenging and thought-provoking that I'm pretty sure nine out
of ten parents would want nothing to do with it. But they would be wrong.
It is a subject that begs discussion, even with small children. Particularly
with small children.

Another great literary children’s book is Sendak’s strange, almost deliri-
ously dreamy In the Night Kitchen (1970), which has been subject to extensive
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Freudian analysis and is one of the most banned books of all time. It is a
much weirder book than any child could fully appreciate, which may be why
it upsets adults so much. It is full of references to Hitler, Stan Laurel, and
the strange unconscious world of dreams. It is frightening and compelling
at once. And worse! IMAGINE! It features full frontal nudity. In a drawing.
Do children have genitals? Not in picture books they don’t. “Contrary to
most of the propaganda in books for the young,” Sendak wrote, “childhood
is only partly a time of innocence. It is, in my opinion, a time of seriousness,
bewilderment, and a good deal of suffering” (Sendak 1980).

Roald Dahl, whose books have sold 250 million copies and often feature
difficult families, neglect, cruelty, underdog, and revenge scenarios, would
agree. He’s been canceled—rightly or wrongly—for his antisemitism, but he
sure knew how to write for children.

Sean Tan’s The Arrival (2006) is the very definition of mute eloquence—a
beautiful, tragic, hopeful book about being a refugee. When it won overall
book of the year at the 2006 Sydney Writers’ Festival, I overheard two pub-
lishers expressing outrage: “It isn't even a proper novel!” Imagine, I thought
at the time, how difficult it must be to write a proper novel without using a
single word.

If anything, classic literary children’s books are more fierce and more
radical than literary novels published for adults. Go back to Beatrix Potter
some time if you want a truly terrifying read.

I'm not arguing that you can't sit and read Guess How Much I Love You
(1994) to your children occasionally, though I'd rather shoot myself. Not
every book you pick up has to be a literary masterpiece.

But the point about these books, the ones that will endure, is that the
writers respect the curiosity and intelligence of children. Their job, as they
see it, as we see it, is to live up to that challenge.

Unfortunately, the number of children reading books is declining steadily.
We all know this. And we all know why. Children are gaming, watching
TV, and spending more and more time online. Literacy across the world is
up, but reading for pleasure is down across all age groups and continues to
decrease year after year.

According to research carried out by the National Literacy Trust in the UK
in 2020, “Children today read less frequently than in any previous generation
and enjoy reading less than young people in every past year.

To make matters worse, enjoyment now dwindles with age: nearly twice
as many five to eight-year-olds as fourteen to sixteen-year-olds said they
took pleasure from reading.

Some of this trend has to do, quite simply, with access.
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In the UK, as of six months ago, nearly a third of children were living in
poverty. According to the Child Poverty Action Group, nearly 50 percent
of children in single-parent families and 46 percent in Black and minority
ethnic families were living in poverty. And if families can’t afford food, they
can't afford books.

Never mind, we think. They can always go to a library.

But eight hundred libraries in the UK have closed in the past decade.
That’s one in five.

As a final insult, government guidance puts pressure on schools to teach
children to read via Synthetic Phonics, which separates the technical aspects
of reading from books and storytelling. “Since the introduction of the pho-
nics screening check in 2012, the percentage of Year 1 pupils meeting the
expected standard in reading has risen from 58% to 82%, with 92% of chil-
dren achieving this standard by Year 2,” crows a Department for Education
spokesperson (Weale 2022).

Standards in reading, however, have no correlation with enjoyment of
reading. And though they may learn to read faster, they are taught to read
via methods that do not involve books. The government makes it very clear
that it is interested in attainment, not stories. Not enjoyment.

It’s like teaching someone to cook without ever allowing them to taste
the food.

It has struck me on repeated occasions that the British government
hates children.

Some of us, however, value children—if not for themselves, as individu-
als, then for the fact that each generation of children represents the future
of humanity.

Which is why we bang our heads against the wall and swim against the
vast tide of library attrition, a failing interest in good quality children’s books,
and a decline in reading.

I've spent the past twenty years writing books, endlessly visiting schools
to talk about reading, attending book festivals, holding workshops, recom-
mending books to kids, and writing books as fiercely as I can.

At the same time, I tell myself that history moves on, that the world
changes. That perhaps reading is an outdated form, destined for extinction
like so many other forms of human behavior. Do you know anyone who can
fix a car anymore?

My husband and I returned to the place he had worked in Nepal after
eighteen years away, in the middle of the Nepali election of 1994. We were
walking in relatively unpopulated country scattered with tiny remote villages,
and one night we heard a traveling bard—an actual bard like something out
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of a Shakespeare play. He had arrived at the village to sing the election. As
everyone in the village gathered round, my husband, who speaks Nepali,
said he was describing the various positive and negative characteristics of
the different parties and candidates.

You wouldn’t find anyone singing an election anymore, even in Nepal,
where mobile phones have reached even the most remote villages. But we
accept the loss of oral culture and oral storytelling with relatively good grace
and no particular sense of cultural catastrophe.

We are told the quality of digital programming is better than ever. So why
do we catastrophize the loss of reading?

I am always careful about my generation’s (and any older generation’s)
propensity to romanticize the past. Like most writers, I was a zealous reader
as a child—but even back in the 1960s, I was unusual. Not all children—and
of course not all adults—engaged with books, then or now, just as not all
people engage with football or mathematics.

I constantly wonder whether I am like some old farmer in 1900 standing
with a horse and a plow in a field, bemoaning the invention of the tractor.
“It will be noisy and dirty and lead to a polluted, intensively farmed world!”
I—and Luddites like me—shout. And even if I am right—and I believe I am
right—catastrophizing the future doesn’t stop it happening—it just makes
you look like a crazy old fool.

So why SHOULD children be encouraged to read?

Over the past three and a half millennia, humans have been entirely
at peace for only 268 years, or 8 percent of recorded history. This is not a
good record.

We are a species of warmongering, compulsive consumers; we reliably
choose greed, tribalism, and violence over altruism and peace, and within a
couple of hundred years of inventing the power loom, we are in the process
of making life on earth uninhabitable.

Against all odds, however, we retain the hope that things might get better.
I would call that the triumph of hope over experience, but it is one of the
most enduring and necessary stories we tell ourselves about being human.
The story of hope. It is the reason we go on.

Tipping the scales toward optimism requires immense fine tuning of
the human brain. It requires education and imagination, compassion, self-
discipline, the emotional and intellectual tools at least to TRY to improve
life on earth.

It requires the ability to visualize a better world.

At a publishing dinner during the US election campaign of 2016, I told
the assembled audience that if you want to know what a nonreader looks
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like, look at Donald Trump. He lacks education, imagination, compassion,
and curiosity about other people. He has no personal morality, no respect for
history, no respect for other people’s knowledge and experience, no respect
for the rule of law, no respect, in fact, for anything other than power and
money. He is a liar and a cheat, a man who, famously and proudly, has never
read a book. He cares nothing for the future of the planet or of humanity.

He says he wants to make America great again, but his story is entirely
about himself. He has no story of hope for the future.

Would it make a difference if he read books? Maybe. It could be argued
that it is impossible to view the world entirely in black and white if you have
read Shakespeare or Hilary Mantel or George Eliot. Or Sendak. Or Tan. The
scientific method would suggest that we are not looking at the individual,
we are looking across populations.

A friend of mine taught Boris Johnson classics at Oxford. He said he rarely
showed up to class and slept through the classes he did attend.

This does not surprise me.

It seems to me, and to almost everyone I know, that we are living in a
world on the brink of something bad, whether that something will be another
world war, catastrophic species extinction, or mass migration due to climate
change. We already have widespread social deprivation.

As a society, we have canaries in our coal mine who detect poison gas,
who warn us that we will all die if we do not stop doing what we are doing.

The canaries are children.

And the canaries are showing the strain.

The incidence of mental illness among young people is at an all-time high.

The Millennium Cohort Study, carried out in 2021 and published in the
British Journal of Psychiatry, followed the lives of about nineteen thousand
young people born at the start of the millennium in Great Britain.*

Its results told us that 7 percent of children have attempted suicide by
the age of seventeen and almost one in four says they have self-harmed in
the past year.

Violent pornography is now a standard form of sex education for children
as young as eight or nine. And in October 2019, according to an article in
Forbes magazine, “[T]he UK Government abandoned its plans to introduce
a nationwide age verification system for online pornography. This despite
agreeing that adult content is too easily accessed online and more needs to
be done to protect children from harm” (Ochab 2020).

Today more than ever it seems, children are overprotected by their
parents and underprotected by governments—funneled by schools and
groomed by education to conform to a capitalist model of attainment that
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favors self-interest, consumption, and economic growth over the creation
of a better world.

Meanwhile, the climate crisis, passive screen culture, fake news, and the
rise of online pornography have quietly become the major behind-the-
scenes influencers on everything from brain development to body image
to gender dysphoria.

A great many children feel hopeless. They lack hope. And they lack the
tools required to imagine a better future.

For someone who writes books and whose major mechanism of under-
standing the world has always been reading, the decline of reading for plea-
sure seems particularly cruel. I have spent entire weeks and months of my
life in retreat from the world, buried in a book, thinking. While I was in that
other place, I was building a bank of knowledge courtesy of other people—
people older and wiser than myself, people whose job it is to think and to
turn that thinking into a story. It is, for me, a glorious respite and a glorious
education in one.

And yet THINKING goes against the grain of a docile capitalist society.

Governments do not want citizens to THINK, they want citizens to work,
to follow the rules, citizens who don't ask too many questions or make dif-
ficult demands. Faced with the gap between rich and poor, soaring energy
and food prices, a racist police force, our abysmal policy on refugees, the
last thing power wants is people on the street. The very last thing they want
is revolution.

How do governments create a compliant population?

They start with children.

In a 2014 book, Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite
and the Way to a Meaningful Life, award-winning American essayist and
educator William Deresiewicz addressed what’s going at the top level of
American education: “Our system of education manufactures young people
who are smart and talented and driven, yes, but also anxious, timid, and lost,
with little intellectual curiosity and a stunted sense of purpose . . . great at
what they’re doing but with no idea why theyre doing it

These talented children grow up with no motive to question the status quo,
no motive to question the structure of society or the emphasis society puts on
a certain kind of success. If you win a beauty contest, you don’t dedicate your
life to challenging society’s perceptions of beauty. Deresiewicz points out
that “kids who get into elite colleges have, by definition, never experienced
anything but success. The prospect of not being successful terrifies them,
disorients them. The cost of falling short, even temporarily, becomes not
merely practical, but existential. The result is a violent aversion to risk” (2014).



THE TROUBLE WITH WRITING FOR CHILDREN 25

It’s a kind of brainwashing.

And it’s happening at exactly the moment at which the world most needs
risk-takers: individuals willing and able to retell the story of society in a more
positive way, to take risks with social, political, and scientific change, to find
solutions and reasons for hope.

Hardly anyone would disagree that our political system needs changing—
free market capitalism has led to terrifying extremes of wealth and poverty.
The legal system favors those with money, as does policing, education, hous-
ing, and medical care. In the meantime, there is, if it can be believed, STILL
little financial motive to stem—or even acknowledge—the devastating effects
of global warming.

I had an extraordinary conversation last year with the man who invests
my retirement funds.

“I'd like to sell all my holdings in fossil fuels,” I told him.

“But theyre making you so much money!” The pain in his voice was evident.

“Still,” T insisted, “T want to sell”

He had one last plea. “Think of your daughter,” he said. “How can you
justify reducing her inheritance?”

And I wanted to say, “How can I justify investing in companies who have,
for decades, continued knowingly to destroy the future of the planet?” But
I didn’t. Because it wouldn’t have impressed him.

I, like most members of my generation, are carrying the guilt for a lifetime
of heedless over-consumption, and most of us want to do something. Even
something as small as not investing in fossil fuels.

It is difficult to think of a single aspect of life on earth today that couldn’t
do with rigorous deconstruction and rethinking.

If schools are going to train a better class of political leaders, entrepre-
neurs, scientists, parents, and social policymakers, they—WE—have to ask
ourselves which qualities we want to promote. If we require a more compas-
sionate, more radical, less class-driven and self-centered definition of success,
where does it begin?

I am hopelessly prejudiced, but I believe that at least some of it begins
with books.

We can be lectured till the cows come home about the dangers of right-
wing, paternalistic power structures, but Margaret Atwood’s book The Hand-
maids Tale (1985) instantly allows us to imagine EXACTLY where those
power structures might lead us.

Everyone should read Ursula Le Guin’s story, The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas (1973). It’s only five pages long. Omelas is about a perfect utopia in
which everyone lives in contented bliss—thanks to the perpetual and horrible



26 MEG ROSOFF

suffering of a single child. Read Le Guin’s story and you will never think about
the “civilized” world again without also thinking about the scapegoats.

Each person who reads Catch-22 (1961), Beloved (1987), Anne Frank’s Diary
(1947), or Wolf Hall (2009) takes a step closer to leading an examined life—a
step away from living as an excellent sheep.

I have frequently wished that a successful person could be redefined as
a person who thinks creatively and laterally, who questions authority and
accepted wisdom, who lives thoughtfully, generously and not entirely for
personal gain. Whose goal is to leave the world a little bit better.

How do we do this? By encouraging each new generation to read history
and philosophy and fiction—to think big, dangerous thoughts about religion,
politics, ethics, love, passion, life and death and the origins and future of the
universe. Change will not happen by thinking about what we are but what
we might be.

Humanity’s story can be redeemed only by a story of hope.

At the start of lockdown, I gave an entire month over to the last of Hil-
ary Mantel's Wolf Hall series—The Mirror and the Light (2009-2020). As I
neared the end of the book, I read late into the night until at 2 a.m. Thomas
Cromwell was betrayed and arrested.

My husband had gone to bed hours ago, and I didn’t have the heart to
wake him. But I was devastated. I lay staring at the ceiling in a state of shock
and despair at this turn of events, despite knowing perfectly well from the
beginning of book 1 what happens at the end of book 3—Thomas Cromwell
is executed by order of Henry VIII; it’s history. But the suddenness of the
arrest felt like a punch to the gut. It turned my heart over and my emotions
upside down in a way that the real world rarely does.

The ability to engage in the ideas of history is one of the great gifts of
reading. And as we all know, those who do not study the past are doomed
to repeat it.

Meanwhile, publishers turn out books whose sole purpose is to offer
children a momentary jolt of sugar without thought, without real content,
without intellectual nutrition.

My hope is that children will continue to learn about anarchy from The
Cat in the Hat (1957), injustice from The Story of the Little Mole (1989), about
friendship from The Secret Garden (1911), about good vs. evil from the Harry
Potter series (1997-2007). That they will read Noughts and Crosses (2001-
2021) or The Giver (1993) and imagine a different world.

The books you read as a child teach you about the forces of darkness and
goodness. They tell you how important it is to think uneasy, difficult thoughts
and to change the world. They teach you not to be helpless.
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The older I get, the more I realize that engagement with real life is great
and important, but engagement with the inside of your head is the most
important part of being human. It's subversive and dangerous and it’s where
the really deep ideas are born.

My favorite children’s books all talk about the same things my favorite
adult books talk about—power, love, identity, friendship, sex, war, inequity,
death. Kids are desperate to understand all these things. They seek inten-
sity—big emotions, big ideas.

As I settle into my sixties, the intensity in life comes unsought from par-
ents and partners and friends who are ill or dying, friends with too much
money or not enough, divorces, from children or grandchildren with autism
or addictions or mental health issues.

These days, in other words, though I appreciate books for any number of
reasons and read a great deal with great pleasure, it is a very rare book that
affects me to the degree that most of what I was reading when I was fifteen
did. It’s not that books have lost their power, but rather that my relationship
with them has become less urgent.

When I was five and ten and fifteen, I read books over and over again.
Hundreds of times. They carved deep roads in my brain that determine
who I am now.

So Itry to pass it forward. As a writer, I can explore all those deep, dark
issues like war and love, and existential angst, and sex, and identity, and the
future of the planet, offering readers a place where they can consider how
difficult the world is, feel the pain, but also feel the consolations of love, and
work, friendship, and the power of change.

“Think harder;’ I try to say with my books.

And I try to remember what C. S. Lewis said about books for children:
“No book is really worth reading at the age of ten which is not equally (and
often far more) worth reading at the age of fifty. The only books we ought
to grow out of are those which it would have been better not to have read
at all” (2002).

How the future of the planet looks depends on children. It is vitally impor-
tant to take their minds seriously. We know that if you fill a child’s mind
with pornography, conformity, and lies, it will stick. Garbage in, garbage out.

But bring them up to question authority, to understand the power that
resides in their own heads, the power to write a new story for the future—and
the world has a chance.

I am trying to teach children to be anarchists.

There can’t be a job more important than that.
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Chapter 2

A HUMAN RIGHTS
PRACTITIONER’S PERSPECTIVE

How Children’s Literature Can Support Their Rights
to Justice, Dignity, and Voice

NICOLA PARKER

Adults never listen to kids—especially kids like me.
But we have important things to say.
—DUJUAN HOOSAN, AUSTRALIAN ARRERNTE AND
GARRWA BOY (AMNESTY, JOLIE AND VAN BUEREN 2021: 143)

In this essay, I share a practitioner’s perspective of leading Amnesty Interna-
tional’s work on children’ literature and human rights for over two decades,
mostly at its UK national office (AIUK) and later at its International Sec-
retariat (AIS). In my work, I sought to encourage the exploration of story,
poetry, illustration, and nonfiction through a human rights lens with the
objective of supporting children and young people to develop knowledge,
build empathy, and gain the agentic confidence to stand up for themselves
and others. Amnesty is a campaigning organization, so the term “activism”
is more commonly used than “agency;” but there is a clear overlap in terms
of active citizenship.

Arguably, my work saw a three-stage evolution: firstly, using stories to
explore human rights; secondly, supporting young people’s freedom of expres-
sion through a poetry and spoken word education resource; and thirdly,
upholding children’s participation rights in a book creation process. In this
chapter, I consider all three approaches both at ATUK and AIS, paying par-
ticular attention to the most recent participatory project. Work of this nature
within a nongovernmental organization (NGO) faces many challenges. Unless
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children are the main target audience for NGOs, charities, and indeed, com-
panies, they do not usually receive the same level of attention that is given
to adults. This is for a range of possible reasons, including the social disen-
franchisement of under-eighteens; that children’s participation rights are
not embedded across society; that children cannot be paid-up members of
any NGO or charity; and that privacy and safeguarding laws make it hard
to develop and target communications to this audience. At an operational
level, all these factors make it easier to sideline children. On top of this, for
an NGO facing daily human rights crises, it may seem frivolous to invest time
and budget in culture, even if this too is a human right (Article 27, UDHR).

WHY CHILDREN’S LITERATURE AND HUMAN RIGHTS?

Amnesty’s logo of the candle in barbed wire goes with the motto “it is better
to light a candle than curse the darkness.” Since its foundation in 1961, the
spoken and written word have been at Amnesty’s core: it gathers people’s
testimony and tells their stories as a means of bearing witness and cam-
paigning for justice. Many of those it campaigns for are writers and artists
imprisoned, tortured, or killed because of the power of their words and
pictures to stir emotions and liberate ideas. Amnesty takes pains to gather
facts and establish the truth. In its work with children’s literature, I would
argue that it is still telling the truth but through metaphor. Familiar recur-
ring literary themes such as fairness, identity, and equality are human rights
values, and many children’s storytellers are expert at communicating them
simply. Some children’s literature can be compared to the Amnesty candle: it
lights the darkness, safely reveals the monsters, and supports young readers
to a position of greater understanding and strength.

For those who read through a human rights lens, it’s easy to see that most
good children’s stories already revolve around a human rights value, includ-
ing protagonists whose actions (or lack thereof) invite rich inquiry. Amnesty
UK’ literature program has used a range of fiction, nonfiction, picture books,
poetry, and spoken word in order to provoke thoughtful engagement in top-
ics that might otherwise be regarded as dull or frightening. The indirectness
and nuance of fiction and poetry provide safe spaces and journeys of the
mind for children who might struggle with more didactic classroom learning
or who have experienced abuse that they do not wish to discuss. In fiction,
they can find themselves in unexpected places, discover that they are not
alone, and feel hope. The greatest children’s literature offers the “mirrors,
windows, and sliding glass doors” described by Rudine Sims Bishop in her
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seminal call for representation in children’s books, which also speaks to
children’s rights to equality, knowledge, and freedom of thought (1990: ix—xi).
The creation and enjoyment of literature depends on the realization of
rights. Authors and artists need freedom of expression if they are to thrive.
In exchanging ideas and feelings with readers—a kind of call and response—
their work stimulates empathy, imagination, and freedom of thought. Readers
temporarily occupy the same worlds as the protagonists and antagonists,
then reflect, discuss, and even do something differently in a story-inspired
form of freedom of expression. These are participation rights and they are
essential to being an active citizen and laying the foundation for a strong
society. After all, if we can’t imagine a better world, how can we create one?
The human rights lens is thus a dynamic use of literature, where adults’ chal-
lenge is not to be didactic but to embrace freedom of expression, to listen
to and trust the children. For a period of about two decades (2001 to 2020),
ATUK commissioned story collections and picture books and endorsed other
books that were considered to uphold or celebrate human rights. It entered
into book partnerships with commercial publishing houses where there
was mutual benefit: AIUK benefited from their specialist editorial, design,
production, marketing, and sales infrastructure; they benefited from ATUK’s
content expertise, large supporter base, high profile contacts and specialist
networks. The partnerships meant that both parties could reach a far bigger
audience than either could achieve alone. This mattered, not just to gener-
ate sales but to bring awareness of human rights to more people. As time
went by, strict principles were adhered to: Amnesty ran an ethical screening
into all potential publishing partners, paying particular attention to labor,
environmental, and any human rights policies, how and where they printed,
what paper they used, what working conditions there were, and so forth.
The literature program developed after I started at Amnesty UK in 2001,
when its publishing program was almost exclusively devoted to human rights
reports on specific countries, serving a niche but influential audience of
lawyers, politicians, and academics. We diversified and independently pub-
lished two nonfiction books on racial and LGBTQ+ equality for young adults
(Szwarc 2001; Baird 2004) that found an audience and were well-reviewed
but were labor- and cost-intensive. It was clear that we needed to find another
working model if we were to reach more people with limited budget and
capacity. My own children were young at the time, and I could see many
human rights values implicit in the stories I read to them, but we had no idea
if ATUK supporters would be interested. We tested the water by buying fifty
copies each of six children’s titles that in different ways celebrated human
rights values and promoted them in AIUK’s members’ magazine.' They all



32 NICOLA PARKER

sold out within two weeks, a clear indicator of interest and a springboard
for a new area of work.

The next step was to develop a picture anthology for children in collabora-
tion with publisher Frances Lincoln Children’s Books. In We Are All Born Free:
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Pictures (Amnesty 2008), we
simplified the complex Articles of the UDHR and commissioned twenty-eight
illustrators to interpret them for children ages three and up. The book won
awards, was translated into thirty-one languages, and has been reprinted many
times. A few months after it was published, the keynote speaker at the 2009
Amnesty UK AGM was Jenni Williams, a Zimbabwean human rights activist
and founder of a grassroots organization called Women of Zimbabwe Arise,
who had survived significant police brutality. When an Amnesty member asked
what she would like the AGM to do, she asked not for money or advocacy but
for one hundred copies of We Are All Born Free to illuminate human rights
for the children of Zimbabwe. An audience member pledged the money, but
we knew the books would not be deemed acceptable under Robert Mugabe’s
government. Somehow, we had to get them over the border from South Africa,
so we organized a clandestine delivery and smuggled them across.

More Amnesty-commissioned publications followed, including an anthol-
ogy for young adults, Here I Stand: Stories That Speak for Freedom (Amnesty
2016), which explored rights under threat in the global North (rather than
“over there”). A teacher who bought this book for her school library told us
about a silent thirteen-year-old student who was often late handing in her
homework and never willingly spoke to staff. This girl read Here I Stand
and was struck by Sita Brahmachari’s short story titled “Stay Home” about a
child carer. For the first time, the girl voluntarily approached the teacher and
confided that she thought she was a child carer too, as she was looking after
her mother and younger siblings. She hadn’t known the term before, but the
story helped her to understand and articulate her experience—it gave her
a voice. The conversation helped the school put in measures to support her
and build a trusting relationship.

Colleagues in AIUK’s human rights education team reported that fic-
tion and poetry are an especially inspiring and accessible way of discussing
human rights with children and young people. Over the years, they have
developed free fiction resources, such as an origami Story Explorer (www.
amnesty.org.uk/story-explorer) that encourages children to ask questions
such as “whose story is being told?,” “who is telling the story?,” and “whose
voices aren't being heard?” The clear link between children’ literature and
human rights education led to a 2016 to 2018 AIUK partnership with CILIP,
the library and information association in the UK. It awarded the Amnesty
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CILIP Honour to books on the CILIP Carnegie and Greenaway Medal short-
list that Amnesty’s judges believed best upheld or celebrated human rights
and the values that underpin them. AIUK created classroom resources for
all shortlisted books to help teachers notice and explore the human rights
values in the stories and pictures (www.amnesty.org.uk/cilip).

One of the first Amnesty CILIP Honour winners was the picture book
Theres a Bear on My Chair (Collins 2015). It’s the story of a mouse who
tries to persuade a domineering polar bear to get off his chair. A secondary
school teacher told us of a twelve-year-old student with learning difficulties
who picked up this book. They used Amnesty’s classroom resources to read
and talk about it together, which enabled him to express his sadness about
another child who wouldn’t let him have his favorite chair in the library.
They provided him with another chair of his own and said that this “book
talk” helped his literacy progress much faster than anticipated and that he
was writing sentences within a year.

VOICE—POETRY AND SPOKEN WORD
BY CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Like adults, children have the right to be active citizens and to express them-
selves, to seek out and find information, and to peacefully protest (UNCRC
1989: Article 13 and 15). At AIUK, we began to pay more attention to this when
we worked on another picture book anthology, Dreams of Freedom (Amnesty
2015). For its launch, we partnered with Chickenshed, an inclusive commu-
nity theater company, that workshopped the book with six hundred children
in London, exploring what freedom meant to them and what sort of world
they would like to see. This culminated in a large-scale performance at the
Royal Albert Hall where the children performed their wishes for the world in
a spectacular show of dance, music, and art. It spurred us to develop a literary
project that would focus on empowering young people’s voices. In 2017, we
launched a poetry and spoken word project in partnership with Cheltenham
Literature Festivals. Words That Burn is a free online education resource that
encourages young people to use poetry and spoken word to explore human
rights and to express themselves (www.amnesty.org.uk/wordsthatburn). The
first challenge was to motivate school students uninterested in poetry (which
teachers told us they often viewed as the domain of dead white people) to
take part. We created ten teaching sessions that connected chosen poems to
different human rights themes, such as “power;” with dynamic video clips of
spoken word artists performing their work or giving writing tips. In 2021, an
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independent evaluation of the project was overwhelmingly positive. Teacher
feedback included: “Many pupils are more open to poetry as a living, breath-
ing genre with relevance to them.” Another teacher spoke of the benefits of
using poetry and spoken word to build empathy among young people in
rural schools where “lots of the students had very limited knowledge about
other cultures and events happening around the world”

In 2022, Amnesty UK commissioned three spoken word artists (Patrick
Cash, Deanna Rodger, and Joelle Taylor) for a pilot project exploring the
extra value of sending poets into schools. It gave them human rights training
to deliver Words That Burn poetry workshops in three schools in the area
served by Cheltenham Festival’s year-round education program, which tar-
gets marginalized communities. As part of their workshops, the poets shared
Amnesty’s proverb “it is better to light a candle than curse the darkness” as
the starting line for a cocreated poem, where each student proposed their
own follow-up line. Fifteen of the students performed it at the Cheltenham
Literature Festival in October 2022. This is a small part of the whole poem:

It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness,

Work together to make a bridge of light

It is not the strongest threads that define us but the weakest

If we can connect our weaknesses, we can make the world right.
Do you let the candle burn, do you let life take its turn?

Always keep the candle lit.

One of the students (aged twelve) said, “It was a really different atmosphere
compared to when you're at school—its not tense, you feel like you're all
part of a family and you can really express yourself. If you mess up it’s fine
because we all make mistakes. It was amazing to be part of this!” Another
student (aged twelve/thirteen) said, “Words That Burn is important because
it gives us an idea of the world’s problems and how young voices can be
heard all around the world. It doesn’t matter what religion or race you are or
what language you speak, everyone has a voice that should be heard” (Year
8 student, Severn Vale School, Gloucestershire, UK).

For a March 2023 evaluation of this pilot project, teachers reported that
they had felt part of a creative community with the poets and noted a change
in how students could talk about wider issues with sensitivity and empathy.
They described the project as “transformative” for students and their families.
The three poets reported a strong sense of collective action and that they
felt inspired and rejuvenated by working with the young people. The young
people were enthusiastic and energized by the poets entering their spaces,
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which affirmed to them not just that they have the right to a voice, but that
their voices matter. They gained positive feelings about the poetic process and
a heightened awareness of the power of their own voice as they experienced
what it feels like to be listened to. Sixty percent of the young people said they
would continue to write poetry, with 46 percent saying they would continue
to take action on human rights, indicating increased agency. The students’
newfound confidence in expressing their thoughts and feelings through
poetry is a demonstration of citizenship in action.

COCREATION OF LITERATURE—
UPHOLDING CHILDREN’S PARTICIPATION RIGHTS

In 2018, AIUK was approached by actor, film director, and humanitarian
Angelina Jolie, who was interested in collaborating on a children’s book.
We agreed on a book project on children’s human rights and invited Pro-
fessor Geraldine Van Bueren, one of the original drafters of the UNCRC,
to join us. Agreed goals were to empower children and young people to
know, understand, and claim their rights as defined in the UNCRC, and for
adults to support them. To begin with, we envisaged a fiction anthology for
middle grade (ages eight to twelve), each story exploring child rights. Most
importantly, we agreed that any book on child rights must uphold children’s
right to participate through an intergenerational rights-respecting project.
This represented a challenge as Amnesty does not have a history of working
directly with children and young people (our education program works with
educators). We therefore approached Professor Liz Chamberlain at the Open
University’s Children’s Research Centre, whose team undertook research with
the aim of making visible children’s and young people’s views about their
rights and for their voices to be at the heart of the book creation process.
Over the autumn and spring of 2018 to 2019, the research directly involved
one hundred and fourteen children and young people with a further hundred
indirectly involved through a school-based, child-led research project. There
were eight children in the age range three to four years old, 102 in the range
five to thirteen, and four young people ages eighteen to twenty-two. Each
of the nine component projects engaged a diverse range of participants,
including children from rural communities and those living in urban and
peri-urban environments; children from low socioeconomic backgrounds;
children from ethnic minority communities; children with learning dif-
ficulties; children from vulnerable groups; and care-experienced children
and young people. The research approach varied from setting to setting,
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using drama, song, and dance with Chickenshed, for example, by contrast
with child-led research in a primary school in Southampton. The insights
gathered were often acute, as, for example, from a ten-year-old girl with
Down syndrome, who said, “The right to express yourself is good, but it’s not
much use if no one listens to you.” In a 2019 report by the Open University,
Representing Children’s Rights from Discussion Through to Illustration and
Interpretation, Chamberlain et al. write:

A guiding principle for the design of this study is the recognition
of rights as something that cannot be precisely categorised or easily
granted, but are fluid, complex, and socially constructed. Such fluid-
ity necessitates a participatory research approach that is responsive
to dynamic childhood practices and recognises the different ways in
which potential views are shared. Consequently, this research employed
a multimodal research design, utilising focus-group interviews, young
researcher projects, role-play and drama, and photo-elicitation as the
means to engage with and listen to diverse groups of children and
young people (C&YP). The aim was to use the multimodal activities as
a stimulus for conversation and to provide opportunities for the C&YP
to contribute to a shared narrative about rights within the context of
their own lives. The research also gathered C&YP’s picture book pref-
erences, specifically the kinds of images that attract or interest them.

The children’s views and nuanced responses had a significant impact on our
thinking. Crucially, their input made us reconsider what sort of book was
needed. It was clear that although the children and young people had high
levels of understanding of values, their understanding of rights and active
citizenship was very low. We therefore transitioned from the idea of a fiction
anthology to a nonfiction book that would build knowledge and provide
good foundations for later, better-informed fiction. We also decided to start
with a book for teenagers so that we could address the more challenging
topics in the UNCRC and to follow it up with one for younger children.
In 2020, this book project and I were relocated to Amnesty’s International
Secretariat to maximize the global nature of the project.

ENABLING PARTICIPATION IN THE WRITING PROCESS

In the drafting process, coauthors Jolie, Van Bueren, and I (on behalf of
AIS) simplified the fifty-four Articles of the UNCRC into fifteen groups of
rights that are easier to understand and remember. We noted that the Open
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University report showed children’s real concerns about online bullying,
which gave us pause for thought, given that the UNCRC dates from 1989,
before the rise of social media. We decided to focus on this in the right to
privacy. Next, I drafted the booKk’s outline, which we knew we should again
sense-check with children and young people. This was not straightforward
for a range of reasons, not least because the upholding of children’s partici-
pation rights is not yet a cultural norm and because Amnesty’s outreach to
children and young people is mainly conducted via a network of educators.
We decided not to revert to the same Open University research cohort, partly
because many of them were younger than the book’s target market but also
because we did not want this to become a burden. The reality is that most
children and young people do not have the freedom to choose to participate,
rather they are dependent on the knowledge, goodwill, and safeguarding
capacity of their supporting adults, often teachers. Children’s school time-
tables are full and circumscribed by other demands, so those who are offered
a chance to participate may have to relinquish access to another right, such
as that to play. For any few who ultimately make it through, the quality of
their feedback likely depends on the skills of their supporting adults to gather
thoughts from children unused to being prompted for their opinions, who
may say what they think the adult wants to hear.

For quick feedback on the draft outline, we therefore invited expres-
sions of interest through Amnesty’s global Youth Power Action Network.
In response, eight young people from Burkina Faso, Germany, Hong Kong,
Ireland, Nigeria, and the United States offered their time and opinions. It
is important both to express our gratitude and simultaneously to note that
all were female, all activists (therefore with an existing awareness of human
rights), and all between ages nineteen and twenty-two, so not children. This
is a further reflection of how hard it is to enable genuine child participa-
tion in a society and context where it is not normalized. (It also echoes our
experiences in seeking out case studies of child activists to include in the
book, of whom the large majority were girls; we had to make a real effort to
identify boys to include.) However, we paid close attention to their insights
and revised the outline accordingly. Subsequently, I drafted the manuscript
and shared it with the coauthors, various human rights experts, and others
for their specialist feedback. It remained crucial to share with children and
young people, but we had a strict publishing schedule and again struggled
to find readers under the age of eighteen, so we reverted to the same group
of youth activists who read it. Their comments included:

I think this book would have brought me a lot when I was a teenager
because I have already been helpless in the face of the violence suffered
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at school by one of my friends. . . . What seems most relevant to me
is to show children and young people how to access / fight for their
rights. (Amnesty Archives)

I stumbled a little bit on the [original] working title: Know and use
your rights: A manual for all children and young people. I know it is
about the legal definition, but as far as I remembered teenagers do
not like to be referred to as children. So maybe you could think about
leaving the term “children” out of the title to make it more appealing
to them. (Amnesty Archives)

As we progressed to a second draft in late 2020, we felt it would be irre-
sponsible to place extra burden on the same youth activists in a context of
study pressures and the COVID lockdown, so we were delighted when a
fourteen-year-old activist from AIUK Children’s Human Rights Network
stepped forward and went through the entire manuscript with a critical eye
and precise feedback. Her overarching comments were reassuring, including:
“Just by reading this book I have realised all that I could do—things that are
normally believed to be done by adults can be done by so many ordinary
kids like myself” (Amnesty Archives).

The coauthors of the book agreed that its narrative voice had to make
child rights accessible while upholding the young readers’ dignity; it should
feel inclusive; it should not patronize or “other” the readers. Use of the first
person was clearly inappropriate, while the third person “they” risked chil-
dren feeling objectified, exposed, or othered. This left the less commonly
used second person “you,” which we chose to use throughout. The book
begins like this: “If you are a child or young person, you have your own
set of human rights” The second person was also intended to encourage
feelings of togetherness and solidarity, that for any young reader who is
experiencing hardship, “it’s not your fault” and “you are not alone” How-
ever, some adult readers of the first draft expressed concerns that consis-
tent use of the second person was too direct and potentially alarming for
young readers, especially in the section on the right to bodily integrity,
where text includes, for example, “Your body is yours to enjoy,” and “Early
forced marriage robs you of your right to take decisions about your own
life” Our counterargument was that it is important not to assume that
young readers are not already familiar with what is happening in the world.
A desire to cocoon our children from the truth does not protect them in
the long-term but may in fact make them more vulnerable. Indeed, the
fourteen-year-old child rights activist from the UK said, unprompted, “I
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really love how everything is phrased short and sweet. This is crucial for
maintaining the interest and concentration of adolescents. . . . The use of
second person makes the message more direct and personal, something
we can relate to”

As an aside, we were able to invite the same ATUK child rights activist to
join a panel at a UN General Assembly side event in October 2021 on the need
for the UN to mainstream child rights. Other speakers included young people
from Child Rights Connect and the chair of the UN Committee on the Rights
of the Child. The AIUK child rights activist spoke persuasively, held up the
book, and quoted Article 42, the right for all children to know their rights. The
event contributed to an important breakthrough when the Executive Office
of the UN Secretary General responded by saying that it plans to develop
a Guidance Note on Child Rights Mainstreaming through an interagency
process, which will be a tool to support the inclusion of child rights.

Perhaps the most vibrant aspect of the two child rights books (Amnesty
International 2021 and 2024) is the case studies, which, across both books,
feature eighty-five child and youth activists from thirty-four countries
whose stories of activism bring child rights and notions of citizenship to
life. They include girls, boys, and transgender children; LGBTQ+; those with
physical and learning difficulties; neurodiverse and neurotypical; from low
socioeconomic backgrounds; Black, Asian, minority ethnic and Indigenous;
refugees and migrants; those in prisons and refugee camps. They come from
Argentina, Australia, Bangladesh, Belarus, Benin, Bosnia, Brazil, Canada,
Croatia, Dominican Republic, France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, Kenya,
Lebanon, Malawi, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Kyrgyzstan, Nigeria, Pakistan,
Palau, Palestine, Paraguay, Peru, Portugal, South Africa, South Sudan, Syria,
Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, United Kingdom, and the United States.

This was not a simple selection process. Finding a balanced set of repre-
sentative stories from around the world was hampered by linguistic barriers
and a media tendency to focus on stories of young victims, “cute” children, or
celebrities. On top of this, small Amnesty Sections are often highly stretched
dealing with human rights crises; they may simply not have the capacity to
work with children. We also needed to ensure the fully informed consent of
case study subjects (and their families) before featuring them. This was partly
because, in some places, an association with an Amnesty-branded product
could represent a risk to their safety and privacy, and also because we wanted
to explain the longevity of books and be sure they were comfortable with this
level of exposure. In cases where our due diligence uncovered safety risks,
we excluded those children from the book. Additional measures included
sending a professional interviewer into a refugee camp in Bangladesh to
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talk to a Rohingya Muslim girl from Myanmar, as well as anonymizing a
young Hong Kong activist facing possible life imprisonment because of
social media posts. It is important to acknowledge that many young people
around the world face real dangers in claiming their rights and being active
citizens—this is especially the case for LGBTQ+ young people, girls, chil-
dren with disabilities, those from minority or Indigenous groups, those who
follow a minority faith in their country, or any young activists living under
politically repressive regimes.

All the coauthors of Know Your Rights and Claim Them hoped to empower
children’s participation by centering their voices in the book’s marketing,
but it was not easy. Both AIS and ATUK created free classroom resources to
help teachers explore child rights with students as well as online educational
content that highlighted young people’s voices, but awareness-raising among
the general public was crucial. In normal circumstances, there would have
been at least one in-person book launch event, but the initial 2021 launch
had to be online because of the COVID pandemic. It featured Angelina Jolie
in conversation with three child activists from Syria, Nigeria, and the UK.
As the international coeditions roll out, media interest is rarely in the young
people, child rights, coauthor Geraldine Van Bueren or Amnesty Interna-
tional, but rather on the Hollywood link. Sometimes we have been able to
compromise with a joint interview with Jolie and young activists, whereby
she uses her profile to amplify their voices. One cost is that Amnesty has had
to relinquish PR opportunities, despite being the originator and lead writer.

The second of AIS’s nonfiction child rights books, These Rights Are Your
Rights (2024), is for younger children from ages eight to eleven. It has drawn
on the same Open University findings and is also written in the second per-
son, but the language is much simpler, the tone is lighter, and the book is illus-
trated. It includes case studies of (mainly) younger child activists, and the text
is sprinkled with jokes to keep child readers entertained—while upholding
their right to play, as the book reminds them. This book has benefited from
thoughtful comments from teenagers in Italy, Moldova, and the UK and very
useful feedback on text complexity from younger children at schools in Mol-
dova and Italy with whom text extracts were trialed by Amnesty colleagues.

CONCLUSION

Children’s literature is rich in citizenship education and human rights val-
ues, and Amnesty International’s work demonstrates that fiction, picture
books, and poetry can communicate them in a simple, sensitive, dynamic,



HOW CHILDREN’S LITERATURE CAN SUPPORT THEIR RIGHTS 41

and nonmoralizing way. By holding a human rights lens to literature, it is pos-
sible to enhance young readers’ understanding of what they are reading, how
it relates to them and to the world, and to support a deep-thinking process
of critical inquiry with the provision of simple human rights educational
resources. We have also learned that poetry and spoken word can empower
young people from marginalized communities to explore and express their
rights in a way that makes them feel heard.

Notwithstanding, three and a half decades since the adoption of the
UNCRG, it remains challenging to uphold children’s participation rights
in the creation of a book for which they are the target audience. Of course,
there is no “one-size-fits-all” process, but from my experience, the Amnesty
child rights books were of immeasurably better quality precisely because
of children’s participation. The ongoing challenge appears to be rooted in
societal norms that have not traditionally made time for child participation
in decision-making. In a fast-paced adult world of commercial and profes-
sional deadlines, people fear any negative impact on costs and schedules; it
may be easier to reinforce the infantilizing narrative that children’s input is
less valuable than that of adults. To paraphrase George Orwell, “everyone is
equal, but some are more equal than others” (Orwell 1945).

The UNCRC’s General Principles are sometimes simplified as the four
Ps: provision, protection, prevention of harm, and participation. There is a
risk of being so cautious to uphold children’s rights to be protected that we
neglect their participation rights. This attitude is further enabled by the com-
mercial needs of businesses who are targeting adults to make the purchase,
even if children are the end users. Likewise, NGOs—also chasing short-term
income and action—also target adult audiences whom they can more easily
and cheaply engage with an ongoing “user journey” In my experience, we
have found that even when there is agreement to invite children’s partici-
pation, there are further hurdles to surmount for which we are not always
well-equipped. For example, children and young people may be so delighted
to be consulted and so unused to articulating their opinions, that there is a
risk that they say what they think we adults want to hear. Mitigating this risk
requires particular listening skills and is time-consuming. The starting point
may well be—as Eleanor Roosevelt said—in small places, close to home, with
values-based book talk that encourages children and adults to share their
ideas and feelings and learn how to articulate and how to listen.

The power of children’s literature to give children and young people
agency needs more focused attention, such as a long-term qualitative study
into the lifelong impact of children literature on their development. Ques-
tions that are worth consideration include: What does good, inclusive, and
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effective child participation look like? Who participates outside the sphere
of our own personal and professional cohorts? How do we reach the most
marginalized and vulnerable children and young people? What is equitable,
given budget constraints and logistics, etc.? What data do we need to cre-
ate the best products? How do we keep children and young people safe
mentally, emotionally, and physically throughout a participatory process?
How do we ensure they don’t feel exploited but empowered? The answers,
surely, lie in better collaboration, carried out with care. We need to work
together. All those who care about humanity and a better world—those
working in children’s rights, literature, education, culture studies, sociology,
and more. We need publishing and other businesses on board too, to bring
about change in practice. It is children’s right to be properly seen and heard
in the literary world.

Anyone who has encountered the Amnesty International movement
knows that taking action can change lives. And as Greta Thunberg famously
said, “No one is too small to make a difference” (COP24 2018). The challenge
for everyone with an interest in children’s literature is to explore how cre-
ative, rights-respecting storytelling with, for, and by children can help all of
us imagine and shape a more active citizenship based on equitable human
rights for all children and young people everywhere.

NOTE

1. The books distributed were Quentin Blake, Loveykins (London: Random House,
2003); Sharon Creech, Love That Dog (London: Bloomsbury, 2001); Christopher
Gregorowski and Niki Daly, Fly, Eagle, Fly (London: Frances Lincoln Children’s Books,
2003); Pratima Mitchell and Caroline Binch, Petar’s Song (London: Frances Lincoln
Children’s Books, 2004); Caroline Pitcher and Jackie Morris, Mariana and the Merchild
(London: Frances Lincoln Children’s Books, 2000); and Louis Sachar, Holes (London:

Bloomsbury, 1998).
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Chapter 3

LABORS OF CARE
A Proposition of a Care-full Children’s Culture Studies

JUSTYNA DESZCZ-TRYHUBCZAK

CARING APPROACHES IN CHILDREN’S CULTURE STUDIES

The conceptualization of children’s literature scholarship as a “joint venture,”
proposed by Helma van Lierop-Debrauwer (2022), accurately summarizes
numerous approaches interrogating the field’s preoccupation with child-adult
binary, intergenerational power imbalance, and aetonormativity (Nikolajeva
2009). These research directions include childist criticism, launched by Peter
Hunt and continued by Sebastien Chapleau, who both argued for taking
children’s perspectives and experiences, including children’s criticism, into
account in critical practice. Drawing among others on Hunt and Chapleau,
Michelle Superle (2016) proposed the child-centered critical approach to
childrenss literature, which advocates valuing young readers’ critical and cre-
ative responses to what they read and acknowledges works by child authors.
More recently, Vanessa Joosen (2022) and Macarena Garcia-Gonzalez (2022)
have also relied on the notion of childism to explore ageism in children’s
texts and affective children’s literature criticism, respectively. Mary Galbraith
proposed a general emancipatory model of childhood studies that would
include childrenss literature criticism and identify “ways to admit childhood
desires, experience, and predicaments into all practices of the human com-
munity” (2001: 194, emphasis original). Karen Coats argued for taking into
account the “material, effective force” of love, manifested in “the scholars’
genuine care for children and their futures” in research involving real child
readers (2001: 143, 149). Andrew Melrose proposed looking at a children’s
book as the closest “we can get to a critical, visual, literary and literal hug,’
stressing the nurturing and community-building potential of children’s lit-
erature (2012: n.p.).
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An especially important contribution to this direction in children’s litera-
ture and culture studies has been Marah Gubar’s kinship model of child-adult
relations, which has replaced the deficit and difference paradigms with an
emphasis on agency and experience as something shared across generations,
even in various forms or degrees. Gubar’s proposition has also inspired an
interest in children’s creativity and (co)authorship, exemplified in studies by
Elisabeth Wesseling (2019), Rachel Conrad (2020), and Helma van Lierop-
Debrauwer and Sabine Steels (2021). The kinship model has also facilitated
the emergence of interest in the notion of intergenerational solidarity as an
important theme in texts addressed to young readers and a result of children’s
and adults joint engagements with and collaborations on children’s culture
(see Deszcz-Tryhubczak and Jaques 2021, Deszcz-Tryhubczak and Kalla
2021). Both the kinship model and childism have catalyzed an interest in
participatory research with young readers, including child-led research (see
Aggleton 2018, Aggleton 2022, Deszcz-Tryhubczak 2016, Deszcz-Tryhubczak
2019, Chawar et al. 2018, Deszcz-Tryhubczak et al. 2019, Joosen 2019). Finally,
Garcia-Gonzélez and Deszcz-Tryhubczak (2019, 2022) have explored posthu-
manist and new materialist perspectives to conceptualize children’ literature
and culture as relational networks and assemblages that include more-than-
human agencies and forces.

Diverse as all these approaches are, they share what Gubar refers to as “a
perspectival flip” (Gubar 2016: 300) from perceiving children and adults as
separate species toward noticing, appreciating, and fostering the full contin-
uum of child-adult relationships as they emerge among other relationalities
constituting assemblages of children’s culture and the world at large. In other
words, they recenter the child from the position of the political, epistemologi-
cal, and ethical exclusion toward an entity that is a part of the human and
more-than-human relational networks in which the adult/child binary no
longer holds (Murris and Kuby 2022: 4). Importantly, they also shed new light
on the child’s agency: It is neither an individual’s ability to act intentionally,
to make choices, or to self-initiate action to shape one’s social environment
nor a right that might be given to or possessed by the child. It is not a form
of the child’s becoming empowered by adults, either. It is rather a capacity
that is shared and distributed as it emerges from ever-shifting relationalities
and entanglements involving both children and adults in specific contexts.
These “entangled relations which materialise, surround, and exceed children
[and adults] as entities” unfold diversely across time and space (Spyrou 2018:
8) and may involve nonhuman materialities, agents, entities, forces, and
intensities such as books, toys, classrooms, and institutions. Significantly,
such a conceptual recentering of the child is not intended to reduce children’s
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status but to create a flat or horizontal approach to agency that may facilitate
our understanding of multiple relationships children (and adults, for that
matter) have with/in the world around them. Furthermore, following up on
the relational framing of (children’s) agency, the child’s citizenship is not “a
status to be acquired, lost or refused by an individual” (Fox and Alldred 2019:
290); it is rather an emergent, fluid, and “relational capacity produced and
reproduced in everyday material interactions, across a spectrum of activities”
and “interactions between humans and nonhuman materialities” including
“spaces and places, objects such as passports, ballot boxes and work creden-
tials, as well as abstract concepts such as nationality and democracy” (Fox
and Alldred 2019: 690, 692). Hence, we can view a child, as well as an adult
for that matter, as constantly involved in an ongoing material and affective
process of becoming-citizen (Fox and Alldred 2019), which in turn is just
one of many other becomings we experience in our lives.

I suggest that the massive change in the scholarly perspective described
above has been mobilized by care—for young and adult readers, for chil-
dren’s books and other media, for our scholarship, for the professional
and public communities we participate in, and for the world around
us—which in turn makes our field an example of caring research; that is,
research trying to ensure the well-being of people and societies (Uusiautti
and M4ittd 2016: 4-5). It is this caring attitude shaping our work that
is also indispensable in our commitment to do justice to the emergent
nature of children’s agency and citizenship—a commitment shaping this
edited volume as well. I base my proposition on feminist scholars’ work
on relationalities as always involving care and on care as always relational
and all-pervasive and, hence, a meaningful component of agency—an
understanding of care that departs from viewing it as a matter of moral
norms. As expressed in the definition of care by Berenice Fisher and Joan
Tronto, caring can “be viewed as a species activity that includes everything
that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can
live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our selves,
and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex,
life-sustaining web” (Fisher and Tronto 1990: 41). Moreover, as stressed
by feminist scholars working with posthumanism and new materialism,
attentiveness, responsiveness, and responsibility involved in caring are
also enacted in more-than-human-worlds with the human being as one
of the many active participants in caring relationships. For Maria Puig de
la Bellacasa (2017), care is networked and “distributed across a multiplic-
ity of agencies and materials and supports our worlds as a thick mesh of
relational obligation” (20). A number of feminist scholars also stress the
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importance of care ethics and relationality in contemporary academia and
higher education, which are increasingly being subjected to neoliberal
imperatives of competitiveness, performativity, and (self-)audit.

In this chapter, I rely on feminist accounts of care to reflect on how care
and knowledge production in children’s culture scholarship come together to
make more just worlds possible. As our work centers on children and child-
hoods, we are inevitably involved in social, cultural, and political debates, for
the child is central to adults’ efforts to preserve the past, define the present,
and determine the future (see Lee 2013). Childhood and children are reposi-
tories of adults’ anxieties, frustrations, hopes, fantasies, and ambitions. They
are also linked to the survival of our species. As Meg Rosoff puts it in her
chapter in part I, “How the future of the planet looks depends on children.”
She also professes that, through her craft, she tries to assume the responsi-
bility for helping children “understand the power that resides in their own
heads, the power to write a new story for the future” Following up on Rosoff’s
commitment to counteract the cultural, social, and political negligence of
children as critical thinkers, agents, and citizens, I propose that children’s
literature and culture scholars’ choices concerning what, who, why, and how
we research also have an ideological impact on broader issues concerning
childhood, including how children’s agency and citizenship are mobilized,
produced, and perceived in our societies and communities.

I invite the reader to reflect on care by sharing my own experience of
practicing caring research. I also comment on the lack of understanding
and acknowledgment of its care-fullness caused by limited accounts of what
knowing can be and create, which in turn results from neoliberal ideas of
impact and research use when we experience the pressure toward narrowly
understood dissemination or translation of scholarly research to public
spheres. I also speculate about the possibility of research with children and
more-than-human others that moves away from the human-centered and
individualistic conceptualization of the child reader/viewer/user/creator/
agent/citizen, toward the child as always already situated in relational entan-
glements and as becoming attuned to new more-than-human relationalities
through encounters with texts of culture. I see this approach as an example of
caring research as it both strengthens child-adult relations and foregrounds
children’s and adults’ learning with and caring for one another and for the
complex and interdependent more-than-human worlds cocreated by various
other beings, entities, and forces on earth.

However, caring research is also about cultivating spaces to care for our
colleagues and students through positive relationships in research collec-
tives; that is, through mutual engagement, collaboration, trustworthiness, and
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constructiveness. Moreover, as Puig de la Bellacasa points out, care is “unthink-
able as something abstracted from its situatedness” (2017: 7). Therefore, my
reflection on care in children’s culture studies also needs to bring attention to
how we work and interact with each other by highlighting examples of current
initiatives in the field that facilitate a culture of solidarity as an antidote to the
individualist competitive model of scholarship promoted by universities in neo-
liberalism. I argue that by modeling care-full practices in our institutions and
thus transforming them from within, we may also produce caring exchanges
between academia and society, including attentiveness to children’s agency.

Making visible the work done is a care-full act in itself (Mol 2008: 2). Yet
this interest in various aspects of children’s culture scholarship is also to
develop a general metanarrative of our field that centralizes care as holding
potential for a better future for ourselves, our colleagues, our students, societ-
ies, and the earth. It is to show that the intellectually flourishing enterprise of
children’s culture scholarship is an important academic field propagating an
ethos of empathy, openness, collectivity, and collaboration between scholars
and the intergenerational public and among scholars themselves. As such,
our practices of thinking, knowing, and doing in research, as well as our
pedagogies, supervision, and mentoring, can substantially contribute to the
imperative of addressing the uncertain futures of the planet and to coping
with the urgent challenges of today’s societies. Ultimately, they may help us
imagine and build the human-more-than-human communities of which we
wish to be a part. In part I, Rosoff writes that

[i]f schools are going to train a better class of political leaders, entre-
preneurs, scientists, parents, and social policy-makers, they—WE—
have to ask ourselves which qualities we want to promote. If we require
a more compassionate, more radical, less class-riven and self-centered
definition of success, where does it begin?

I am hopelessly prejudiced, but I believe that at least some of it
begins with books.

As I propose in this chapter, some of it also begins with children’s litera-
ture and culture scholarship.
AN ORIENTATION TOWARD CARE

Why and how should we care at all? How can we care in the contemporary
world? How are care and knowledge production connected? What kind of
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knowledge should we produce, and how do we create more just worlds?
And why should we bother at all? Monika Rogowska-Stangret suggests that
such questions, which I believe we should ask ourselves relentlessly, direct us
toward a general understanding of care as a prerequisite for any ethics, “that
is, any engagement in the world” (2020: 19). Rogowska-Stangret’s conclusion
follows from earlier feminist accounts of care. Below, I present a brief and
selective overview of feminist approaches to care that inform my further
discussion of children’s culture scholarship as a practice motivated by and
promoting care-fullness including caring attention to children’s emergent
capacities for agency and citizenship (Fox and Alldred 2019: 690).

Tronto and Fisher’s definition of care quoted earlier is explicitly focused
on values and practices of fostering relationalities. Care can thus be concep-
tualized as a disposition, a practice, and a process (Bozalek 2016: 84) aimed
at creating a better world in situated contexts. Tronto (2013) further develops
her notion of care by distinguishing five phases of caring activity. The first
such phase is caring about, which means becoming aware of and paying
attention to the needs of the care receiver. The second phase is responsibility
that calls on the caregiver to respond to the care receiver’s needs. The third
phase involves competence and the provision of adequate care. The fourth
phase—responsiveness—refers to how care receivers respond to the care
provided to them. Finally, the fifth phase—caring-with—draws attention to
the development of trust and solidarity over time. Importantly, for Tronto,
the notion of caring-with may serve as an alternative to caring-for, the latter
of which distances caregivers and care receivers. In contrast, caring-with
reflects the fundamental relationality of care. As Vivienne Bozalek comments
on caring-with, “Conditions of trust are created where reliance can be devel-
oped through the caring practices of others. Solidarity develops when people
realise they are relational beings who are better off engaged in such processes
of care together rather than alone” (2016: 18; see also Romano 2020).

Tronto’s approach has become the basis of a renewed interest in care as
a prerequisite for relations between humans, more-than-humans, and the
earth. Feminist new materialism and posthumanism, in particular, draw
attention to care as vital for respectful, responsive, and attentive relation-
ships through which the world comes into being. Karen Barad argues, for
instance, that ethics “is a matter of the ethical call that is embodied in the
very worlding of the world” (2007: 160), thus alerting us to our shared ethi-
cal engagements with the world around us, including, in our case, children’s
culture and its young audiences. For Donna Haraway, “caring means becom-
ing subject to the unsettling obligation of curiosity, which requires knowing
more at the end of the day than at the beginning” (2008: 36). This care-full
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curiosity drives us to become attentive to and appreciate the world in its
ongoing becoming. Puig de la Bellacasa proposes that caring and relating
are connected on the ontological level as “to care about something, or for
somebody, is inevitably to create relation” (2012: 198). Hence, care is “con-
comitant to life—not something forced upon living beings by a moral order;
yet it obliges in that for life to be livable it needs being fostered” (2012: 198).
Such understandings provoke questions about what it means to care about
human-more-than-human worlds and how we can persevere in the practical
labor of care-full relations.

Many scholars in feminist new materialism and posthumanism also com-
ment on ethics of care in practices of knowledge production and in academia
in general. Barad (2017) proposes the term ethico-onto-epistemology to show
that knowledge, ethics, and being coconstitute one another and that knowl-
edge is not something we acquire on our own but something we engage with
ethically because ethics constitutes us rather than being an external norm we
follow. According to Puig de la Bellacasa, as “knowing and thinking are incon-
ceivable without a multitude of relations that also make possible the worlds
we think with,”“relations of thinking and knowing require care” as well (2012:
198). Importantly, this integration of care into knowledge production allows for
affectionate and emotional knowing that opposes the notion of the objective
and value-free or neutral inquiry. Thinking with care in research acknowledges
feelings—of researchers and nonacademic research participants—and may
bring about substantial positive transformations, such as the formation of
nurturing researcher communities (Staffa et al. 2021: 51) and the cultivation
of mutual trust and respect in research with humans and more-than-humans.

An exceptionally productive concept developed in feminist new material-
ism and posthumanism in relation to ethics of care and knowledge production
is the notion of response-ability, which links responsibility and accountability
with an ability and willingness to respond. It is also closely related to curiosity,
attentiveness, trust, and rendering each other capable (Bozalek 2020). Bozalek
helpfully brings together various theoretical understandings of response-abili-
ty that all see it “as being central to flourishing or living and dying in the world
well, or as well as possible” (2020: 142). For Haraway, it is “the cultivation of
the capacity of response in the context of living and dying in worlds for which
one is for, with others” (2015: 257). Barad sees it as “differential responsiveness
(as performatively articulated and accountable) to what matters” (2007: 380),
while, in Vinciane Despret’s work, it is connected to “rendering each other
capable;” that is, enlarging each other’s potential and competences (see Despret
2008, 2016). In another account of response-ability, Vivienne Bozalek and
Michalinos Zembylas also refer to “the practice of attentiveness” (2017: 67). In
order to cultivate our ability to respond, we need an attentiveness, close and
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careful engagement, and sensibility enabling us “to pay due attention” (2017:
67). We also need to listen with “discernment and care to what is and what
is not being expressed” and open ourselves “to being affected by another” in
order to notice what is significant for them (2017: 67). Finally, Haraway also
talks of cultivating curiosity, which means finding others interesting without
assuming that one already knows about others, and instead letting oneself be
surprised and intrigued by them—often through unanticipated encounters
(2016: 27). Bozalek and Zembylas stress that cultivating curiosity is a practice
that changes those involved in it, often in unpredictable ways. When seen in
the context of research, response-ability is then “not just about what an eth-
ics commiittee instructs you to do in research” (Bozalek 2020: 142); it is rather
about respectful, receptive, and reciprocal encounters with others. It is also
about posing questions that “would interest both the respondents and the
researcher, questions that matter to the respondents,” as well as about being
attentive to how the participants are responding to the research process and
about being ready to modify it in order to respect their needs. These ideas are
echoed in Rogowska-Stangret’s proposition of care as a methodology, which
encourages a reflection on learning “how to hear, read, engage, negotiate, [and]
ask the right question” in our research engagements (2020: 3).

The above account of care seems relevant to children’ literature and cul-
ture scholarship if we conceive of it as practiced as a joint child-adult venture
dependent on intergenerational and human-more-than-human kinships.
These kinships, in turn, rely on response-ability and care as prerequisites
for promoting epistemic justice through collective knowing, being, feeling,
and doing that shifts the child-adult binary toward an intergenerational
rendering each other capable and a mutual curiosity regarding children’s
and adults’ lifeworlds. In the following section, I provide examples of such
research, commenting on institutional contexts devaluing care. As I show
further in the chapter, care-full processes and acts also occur among scholars
in our field. While they may seem only indirectly related to actual research,
I argue that they are indispensable for creating an environment that enables
the development of caring approaches to children and childhood, including
issues of agency and citizenship, within and outside academia.

CARING CHILDREN’S CULTURE RESEARCH
AT CARE-LESS UNIVERSITIES

Thinking back to the participatory research projects I coconducted with
child researchers in the years 2016 to 2018, I have come to see them as
practices aimed at fostering and responding to the process of children’s
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becoming-citizen and at translating research findings into outcomes that
make a positive, imaginative, affirmative, and hopeful contribution to society
(see Chawar et al. 2018 and Deszcz-Tryhubczak et al. 2019). The successful
collaboration with children motivated Mateusz Marecki, my colleague and
coresearcher, and myself to think of ways in which we could further democ-
ratize academic practices in children’s literature studies. We achieved this
goal by publishing two peer-reviewed articles coauthored with the young
researchers. Although research participants often produce the research itself
and are usually involved in data collection or research dissemination, aca-
demics usually write down the results on their own. We concluded that to
build positive relationships with children, we needed to create opportunities
to establish such relationships in our work with them. Joint academic writ-
ing seemed to us a promising approach to do so (see Deszcz-Tryhubczak
and Marecki 2021). Thinking about this venture with care ethics, I also see
it as a sincere attempt to care for the child participants. In the research pro-
cess itself, we cocreated safe and nonhierarchical spaces in which both the
children and the adults were able to reflect on matters that concerned them
the way they wanted to. The collaborative writing itself represented a form
of mutual empowerment and rendering each other capable across age and
professional divides. It also counteracted adult-centered knowledge produc-
tion in children’s culture studies and provided a model for intergenerational
response-able collaborations and epistemic justice.

Despite the academic interest following our articles coauthored with the
young researchers, for a long time, we had found little institutional under-
standing and support for our research, as it was perceived as public outreach.
The situation changed during the recent national evaluation of Polish uni-
versities conducted by the Polish Ministry of Education and Science and
completed at the beginning of 2022. Importantly, the impact of scientific
activities on the functioning of society and the economy was taken into
account for the first time and constituted as much as 20 percent of the whole
evaluation. Universities were required to provide tangible evidence of the
relationship between the results of research and the economy, the functioning
of public administration, health protection, arts and culture, environmen-
tal protection, national security and defense, or other factors affecting the
civilizational development of society. To me, the evaluation of social impact
was a bold attempt at changing our academic culture toward accountable
knowledge construction, toward research addressed to audiences beyond
the university, and toward bridging the gap between scholarly expertise and
public interests and needs. In care-full terms, it also promised attention to
the voices of “those who have the most to say [but] may not be those who
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speak the eloquent language of the academy or of . . . public policymakers”
(Tronto 1995: 145). I was thrilled to learn that children’s culture research
projects at my university, and especially the activities of the scholars from
the Centre for Research on Children’s and Young Literature at the Faculty
of Letters, were selected as one of the fields that could provide evidence of
their social impact. My colleagues and I saw that decision not only as a use-
ful opportunity to highlight our joint and individual work at our university
but also as an avenue for drawing attention to the role of children’s culture
scholarship and academia more generally as vital elements of assemblages
that contribute to the emergence of children’s agency and citizenship.

As T was assigned the task of providing evidence of the social impact of
the aforementioned participatory research projects, I decided to highlight
the two peer-reviewed articles coauthored with the child researchers as proof
of both how intergenerational knowledge production may impact members
of society and how it may question adultism entrenched in academia: those
articles were not only scholarly publications documenting research but also
a form of children’s participation in academic knowledge-making, thereby
standing for possible transformations it might undergo. In other words, they
enabled a two-directional movement animating our research as not only
remaining for public use but also returning to academia and changing it
into an institution responsive and attentive to various kinds of knowledge,
ways of being and working, and experiences.

I presented this argument to show the articles’ viability as evidence of
social impact, but it was not appreciated by the expert evaluators. As I read
in their comments, shared with me by the university administrators, they
insisted that the articles are unusual forms of public outreach and that they
document our scholarly activities. However, as such, they do not constitute
the evidence for a change resulting from the research and do not testify to
their social impact in the form of new attitudes, decisions, or behaviors of
children and young people as representatives of civil society. I believe that in
this logic, academia and the university are very visibly separate from society
and cannot be transformed as a consequence of interactions with the general
public. I find such thinking hard to accept as, to me, it negates the sense of the
university as a space of deliberation, compromise, and accountability. It also
denies the role of research in creating opportunities for generating spaces of
equality and widening the sense of what the common good might entail for
various parties and stakeholders. Finally, it testifies to a very restricted and
restrictive understanding of academia’s social impact that, as our case indi-
cated, may constrain rather than enable individual and collective children’s
civic capacities and bring their citizen capacities into effect. Yet a care-full
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university depends on society and on the work from the ground up. Dismiss-
ing the situated work of care, as it happened in our case, contributes to what
Puig de la Bellacasa refers to as “building disengaged versions of reality that
mask the ‘mediations’ that sustain and connect our worlds, our doings, our
knowings” (2012: 210) through the relational practices of response-ability.
Becoming response-able also necessitates “altering one’s power” and devel-
oping vulnerability: “It requires that the kinds of boundaries and divisions
that allow academia to thrive be dissolved. It requires not only a patience
to engage with the world more broadly, but the courage to face uncertain,
imprecise, hidden and complex realities that are in flux and that are all impli-
cated in contemporary practices of power, care and knowledge production
and transmission” (Tronto 2020: 159).

The evaluation we received discredited the care-full effects of our child-
adult collaboration, thereby excluding a critical reflection on and possibly
a radical disturbance of “the hierarchies that elevate theory, research, and
academic knowledge production to a higher plane than method, community-
based dialog, and non-conventional academic writing” (Nagar 2013: 3). It is
perhaps also telling that the university administrators were not interested in
an in-depth discussion following up on the experts’ comments.

Ours might be an isolated case, but it reveals the difficulty of disrupt-
ing standardized evaluations and normative conceptualizations of research.
Thinking with care ethics requires a sustained effort of “seeking inventive
ways to disrupt . . . normative logics and practices of research” (Shefer 2020:
112). Taking into account the proximities of childrens culture scholarship,
education research, and childhood studies, as well as societies’ dependence
on children and childhoods, we certainly have a lot of avenues for engaged,
ethical, and caring scholarship based on collaborations across academia and
various nonacademic communities in which we belong. I would like to think
that the growing interest in children’s agency and participation, as well as
in intergenerational research and creative ventures as clearly visible in this
volume, signals that our field is gaining momentum in the search for ways
to promote care-full knowledge-making that can help us create an academia
open to inner transformation and, in particular, to the generative processes
of children’ citizenship as decentering traditional knowledge production.

My own interest in continuing the caring research into children’s literature
and culture originates from my response-ability regarding the ontological and
epistemological challenge of the Anthropocene as the concept that defies our
current perception and understanding of reality. I would venture that—in
light of the planetary risks of the Anthropocene—it is our responsibility as
scholars to identify practices that let multiple entanglements of the human
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and the more-than-human move to the foreground over the humanist notions
of agency. As we are all, regardless of age, facing the progressing destruction of
our planet as a multispecies habitat, we need to confront it not just by hoping
for a better life in the future but also by noticing and cherishing small-scale
possibilities for refiguring our place in the anthropogenically damaged world
and by learning to live well in it here and now. Hence, my research endeavors
have transitioned toward possible ways in which children’s literature and cul-
ture studies could move beyond human-centered knowledge production, as
well as humanist understandings of children’s agency, in order to appreciate
and respond to human-more-than-human relationalities that enliven our
worlds, including children’s experiences of texts and our research practices.
How could scholars studying children’s culture and young audiences become
attentive to knowledge generated through dynamic interactions among mul-
tiple beings, entities, and forces on our shared planet, including the lively
common worlds which children, adults, and texts coconstitute with other
beings and entities? Could we think of citizen formation taking place in the
context of human-more-than-human entanglements?

As I suggest elsewhere (2023), one way of developing such projects is
worlding (see Haraway 2008, Haraway 2016, and Malone and Murris 2020);
that is, enabling the emergence of a common world of relations and interde-
pendencies based on responsiveness and respect. Affrica Taylor and Miriam
Giugni emphasize “[l]earning how to ‘world,” which means learning “how to
be responsible in and for our common worlds; how to bring others into our
common worlds; how to form ‘questioning relationships’ with these others;
how to negotiate common interests in common worlds; and how to practise
a relational ethics” (2012: 117). Motivated by such matters of care, projects
premised on children’s participation in and interactions with culture and
society could move toward more-than-human participatory research, which
is done with rather than on more-than-humans and relies on methods that
invite them to participate actively in the research process. More-than-human
participatory research is then about living with various creatures and entities
and learning with and from them instead of approaching them as objects
of knowledge (see Bastian et al. 2017). Such a research framework applies to
almost anything because it insists that human social worlds are always more-
than-human social worlds; that is, they are composed of relations between
humans, nonhuman life, and nonhuman forces (see Noorani and Brigstocke
2018). If children can be key actors with expert knowledge, perhaps this status
could indeed be extended to more-than-humans, which, of course, requires
asking anew how knowledge is produced, by whom, for whom, for what
interests, and for what purposes. What might plants and animals seek from
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participatory research? What about rivers, mountains, or seas? How could
we care for such participants? How would children’s culture matter in such
projects? And, most centrally for the concerns raised in this volume, how
could we conceive of becoming-citizen as a collective process emerging from
the ever-changing human-more-than-human interdependencies rather than,
for example, from “individual rights and responsibilities and shared national
values” (Mulcahy and Healy 2023: 9)? I have not yet tried implementing
research methods that would bring together children’s culture, children and
more-than-human beings, forces, and entities. Yet the sheer entertainment
of the possibility of such openings prompts a reflection about ways of cre-
ating new forms of knowledge-making that would enable cultivating “the
openness and the sensitivities necessary to be curious, to understand and
respond in ways that are never perfect, never innocent, never final, and yet
always required” (van Dooren and Rose 2016: 90), and, as I would like to
add, always demand care.

COMMUNITIES OF CARE IN CHILDREN’S CULTURE STUDIES

While the above examples of children’s culture scholarship emphasize care
as an object of study and a methodological concern, I now discuss initiatives
that engender an ethos of care, relationality, and reciprocity in our scholarly
lives, thereby working against the care-less subjectivities imposed on us at
neoliberal universities. These hospitable spaces foster dialogical cocreation
of knowledge, enable us to enact caring relationalities in teaching and net-
working, and offer support in our academic career development. Ultimately,
they are also instrumental in promoting care in societies.

One such care-full environment is the International Research Society for
Childrens Literature, established in 1970, bringing together scholars working
on children’s literature and culture from all over the world. “The Statement
of Principles of The International Research Society for Children’s Literature,’
as well as the IRSCL statements on the climate emergency and the war in
Ukraine, is a tangible example of response-ability and accountability to col-
leagues and society in general. Moreover, when I served on the IRSCL board
in the years 2017 to 2021, I took part in endeavors caring for colleagues, such
as providing travel and research grants. As the coordinator of the IRSCL
mentoring program in my time on the board, I also witnessed diverse prac-
tices of attentiveness, curiosity, and rendering each other capable taking place
between the mentors and the mentees as, in the course of the program, they
were becoming more and more entangled in a relation with each other, which
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involved not only an exchange of ideas or creating academic alliances but
also developing trust, kindness, and sometimes friendships well exceeding
the requirements of networking. The mentoring program has been success-
fully continued by other colleagues and offers a number of new activities
integrating the mentees and mentors, including a reading group. Mentoring
is also an important part of the editorial process in International Research
in Children’s Literature, the Society’s journal. As the reviews editor since
2014, I have solicited reviews of non-Anglophone scholarly publications in
childrens literature studies to ensure better visibility of colleagues publish-
ing in their native languages. I have also encouraged early career scholars
to submit reviews as a way for them to hone their academic writing skills.
It must be stressed that it is emerging researchers and nontenured scholars
that especially benefit from such affirmative practices and spaces, as they may
feel pressured to conform to their institutional contexts and act care-lessly,
for example, through self-promotion that disregards their relationalities with
colleagues. Being faced with constant (self-)audit of quality and success, the
individualization of academic labor, as well as growing workloads, scholars
are bound to find committing to peer-to-peer care increasingly difficult.
An important caring endeavor of the IRSCL is its biannual congresses,
which bring together numerous scholars from all over the world and pro-
vide a welcoming forum for early career researchers. The challenging, and
indeed care-related, dilemma facing the Society at the moment is whether
to continue organizing onsite congresses or move to hybrid or fully vir-
tual conferencing. While it is obvious that we all need opportunities for
in-person interactions with our colleagues—whether for work purposes
or to satisfy our need for companionship—we have to weigh our prefer-
ences against our care for planetary health and equity, especially in times
of the energy crisis resulting from Russia’s war on Ukraine. Participation in
onsite academic conferences, including participants’ long-distance aviation
travel, is expensive, emissions-intensive, and inequitable. There is ample
research indicating that online formats of conferences of a global reach do
not necessarily compromise the perceived quality of scholarly exchange and
social interaction, the latter being continuously improved thanks to tech-
nical innovation (see, e.g., Yates et al. 2022; Niner and Wassermann 2021).
Finally, online congresses would probably be a welcome option for all those
researchers (often women) who are unable to travel as they take care of their
small children, elderly relatives, or family members with chronic diseases
or disabilities. Yet online conferencing also has its problems, such as time
zone limitations, digital divides, and technical obstacles, such as website
overloads and bandwidth issues. There is no straightforward answer as to
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whether moving the IRSCL congresses online ultimately is a more care-full
practice than organizing them onsite. Hopefully, the issue of making the
congresses sustainable and equitable becomes a matter of broader discus-
sion among the IRSCL members not only because of the prohibitive costs of
air travel, accommodation, and congress fees but also in light of the IRSCL
statement on the climate emergency and the declaration that “[a]s scholars,
we are well positioned to use our privilege to amplify the voices of young
people who are demanding immediate change” (https://www.irscl.org/state-
ments). Again, we can see how the choices we make in our institutional lives
may have an impact beyond academia, including children’s participation in
political and social life.

Another important and most promising care-full community-building
initiative is the establishment of the European Children’s Literature Research
Network in 2022, which indicates that scholars in our field continue to need
supportive professional spaces beyond their institutions. The Network’s
manifesto, authored by scholars from Croatia, Germany, Italy, Montenegro,
Norway, and Poland and first announced at The Child and the Book Confer-
ence 2022, itself an initiative aimed at fostering exchanges of expertise among
early career and senior researchers, emphasizes the intention to promote
research on European childrenss literatures, especially by scholars who have
difficulties accessing international journals and conferences and whose work
is thus visible only or mostly in their own countries (Cackowska et al. 2022).
An important goal of The Network is also to support initiatives involving
early career scholars, such as summer schools, graduate conferences, and
joint publishing. As highlighted in the manifesto, such endeavors often occur
“against the backdrop of the typical institutional marginalisation of children’s
literature research at universities” (Cackowska et al. 2022). While such profes-
sional ghettoes (Coats 2001: 409) are, fortunately, gradually ceasing to exist,
the formation of The Network addresses the persistent need for enacting care
and kinship as attuned to the specificities of our institutional and national
circumstances in order not to further entrench economic, social, and politi-
cal divides among scholars, which may also translate into how much and
what kind of attention and recognition are given to children’s agency and
citizenship in more and less privileged parts of the world.

An example of a venture combining care-full scholarly and administra-
tive interdependencies with caring pedagogies is The Erasmus Mundus
International Master: Children’s Literature, Media and Culture program
(2018 to 2024), created by a consortium of six universities and attracting
hundreds of students from all over the world. Its success can be ascribed
not only to the high quality of the scholarly contents, teaching, and
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administration but also to the response-ability shared across the program,
both between the staff and the students and within these two groups. The
mutual support and openness regarding the participants’ individual pre-
dicaments related, for example, to the COVID-19 pandemic or the Russian
war against Ukraine; the encouragement for the students’ initiatives, such as
their own scholarly events and curatorial projects; mentoring them regard-
ing their participation in conferences, publications, and PhD applications;
and shared learning as the students and their supervisors collaborate on
MA dissertations have resulted in the emergence of a unique, like-minded,
and nurturing community that has overcome cultural and institutional
gaps. Such communities are a precondition of a knowledge production that
can offset the alienating conditions of the neoliberal higher education. More
fundamentally, as most of the program alumni become, or in some cases
already are, professionals working with children, they have the potential
and opportunities to introduce caring practices they experienced in the
CLMC in their work outside it.

The above are only selected examples of care-full ventures integrating
scholars of children’s culture. Caring acts also sustain joint editorial projects,
research centers, summer schools (e.g., The Children’s Literature summer
school at the University of Antwerp), and conferences, including graduate
student conferences (e.g., the biennial Master of Arts in Children’s Literature
conference at the University of British Columbia). There is no doubt that we
need to persevere in developing socially just and collaborative communities,
especially when most of us experience fear and insecurity related to competi-
tion for grants, publications, and constant review and audit processes that
characterize the neoliberal knowledge economy, which in turn, as I have
tried to show, also affect how children’s agency and citizenship are mobi-
lized, produced, and valued in societies at large. Importantly, as most of the
above-mentioned initiatives have been undertaken to respond to situations
unfolding in front of our eyes, they are response-able actions that have come
into being through our relational capacities. While we can choose to pursue
an ethos of care, caring acts often emerge and evolve in situ, sometimes as a
response to an emergency or as a subtle form of resistance and not as inten-
tional acts directed toward a particular end. We become care-full whenever
we are ready to respond to ethical calls that we receive practically all the
time as academics. This process is never finished; it is always in-between,
and it is happening all the time. Peer-to-peer care and caring pedagogies
thus constitute a vital element of our academic subjectivities that may, in
turn, translate into research and, more broadly, social practices addressing
children’s agency and their citizen subjectivities.
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CONTINUING TO CARE

I was writing this chapter at the time of the continuing coronavirus threat, the
intensifying climate emergency, the appalling brutality of Russian aggression
against Ukraine, and the harrowing Israeli-Palestinian conflict, all of which
affect current and future children. I cannot overemphasize the significance
of collective caring for human-more-than human worlds, including our
research practices and professional lives, themselves often situated in inhos-
pitable environments. I have, therefore, relied on feminist thought to elabo-
rate forms of commitment to care ethics in current children’s culture studies,
highlighting the role of care as a salient, if not fundamental, aspect of agen-
cies emerging in our field—both those of adults and of children. To conclude,
I would like to reiterate the importance of children’s culture scholarship as
modeling and contributing to care-full research and pedagogical approaches
and community practices as ways to sustain hope and resilience in the face
of global, national, and local challenges we face in our scholarly lives and
elsewhere and which we often share with children. One of these challenges,
let me stress again, is the divisive and competitive academia, in which success
often hinges on our self-governmentality and conformity to institutional
demands, normativities, and hierarchies. Care-full knowledge-making and
pedagogies may help us resist its damaging pressures. Simultaneously, they
may help us to promote care and response-ability, including attentiveness to
children’s agency, as an important contribution to our societies. While I was
able to refer to only a few examples of caring scholarly practices, there is no
doubt that children’s culture scholarship abounds with such projects, and I
strongly encourage colleagues to seek ways to render them more visible as
they will serve as an inspiration both in our community and elsewhere to
cultivate commitments to care and to imagine alternative, sustainable, and
creative ways of doing scholarship for the sake of a more just and livable
world for younger and older generations alike.
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Chapter 4

RELATIONAL AGENCY, CHILDREN’S
LITERATURE, AND CHILDHOOD

NINA CHRISTENSEN

Agency has become a central term in children’s literature studies. When
childhood studies was established as an interdisciplinary field in the 1990s,
the term was connected to children as individuals who act, make choices,
and express their own ideas, thereby participating in changing society (James
and James 2008: 9). During the first decades of the twenty-first century, new
approaches to agency have emerged. This chapter discusses these and other
nuances to agency as a concept, especially paying attention to relationships
and cooperations as important factors in children’s agency. Furthermore,
the chapter will demonstrate how the term “relational agency” can be used
in the analysis of three types of texts related to children’s literature. First,
“represented relational agency” in the picture book En fin sten (A Fine Stone,
by Allermann and Kjeergaard, 2020) is discussed. Subsequently, children’s
experiences of relational agency are examined with regard to the project
Tiny Voices—Grand Narratives, in which Danish children and professional
authors coproduced texts for children from 2021 to 2022. Finally, the chapter
focuses on relational agency in childhood recollected, based on the autobio-
graphy of nineteenth-century child actor Johanne Luise Heiberg (1812-1890).

In a number of ways, children’s literature evolves around relationships.
In texts, characters represent children’s and young people’s interactions
with people of different ages, as well as with nonhuman elements (Deszcz-
Tryhubczak and Jaques 2021). Across history, the process of producing texts
has involved interactions between young people and adults (Gubar 2009;
Grenby 2009; Smith 2017; Lierop-Debrauwer and Steels 2021). When books
are produced, adult professionals edit, publish, print, and sell texts for chil-
dren based on ideas of childhood and the needs and interests of actual young
readers and customers. Children and young adults produce and coproduce
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texts for each other in various contexts, including digital platforms (Johan-
sen 2021). Different kinds of relationships arise in the reception of books
and texts: among children as well as among children and adults, including
parents, caretakers, educators, and librarians.

This chapter discusses the term “relational agency” and possible ways to
apply the term in the analysis of texts within children’s literature studies. First,
the chapter outlines overall changes within the fields of children’s literature
studies that can be linked to the development of children’s rights and child-
hood studies, leading to an increased focus on children’s agency. Second,
it presents the current shift in childhood studies from research interest in
children’s individual rights and agency and the child’s voice to “relational
agency.” Subsequently, relational agency is applied to three different cases
in order to explore the relevance of the term when working with literary
texts, actual child readers, and lived or recollected childhoods in a histori-
cal context. The three cases point to different areas of children’ literature
studies: textual analysis, empirical research with children, and childhood, as
real, represented, and recollected (Westin 2021).

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND FOR RELATIONAL AGENCY

Traditionally, scholars and professionals working with children’s literature
have paid much attention to the character and quality of children’s books, a
fact that can be linked to the historical development of the field. The Scandi-
navian context may serve as an example: from around 1920, children’s librar-
ies began to be established; in the 1930s, legislation regarding children’s right
to access libraries was issued; and in 1964, important legislation concerning
school libraries followed (Christensen and Appel 2021). Thus, from around
1920 to 1970, politicians and professionals, including teachers and librarians,
collaborated in securing children’s access to books, education, and libraries
as part of the development of the welfare state. Discussions concerning the
quality of books bought for public collections were part of this process. When
children literature studies gradually became established as an academic field
in the Scandinavian countries from the 1970s onward, increased attention
was paid to the special characteristics of children’ literature and the writing
of the national histories of literature. The establishment of children’ literature
studies as a field was linked to the idea of adults as responsible, knowing
authorities regarding children’s texts.

Internationally, since the publication of Jaqueline Rose’s The Case of
Peter Pan (1984), attention across the discipline was directed toward adult
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constructions of childhood in relation to children’ literature but still with
a strong focus on texts and the ways in which adults perceived and repre-
sented childhood in books for children. A shift began to emerge around the
turn of the millennium, when scholars drew more attention to the first word
in the term “children’s literature” British scholar David Rudd pointed to the
fact that children were not only to be considered the passive recipients of
the texts (Rudd 2004), but a more fundamental change of approach related
to children’s agency was most explicit in work by American scholars. One
of the pioneers was Marah Gubar, who took as her point of departure “the
child as a competent collaborator, capable of working and playing alongside
adults” (Gubar 2009: 9). Writing about children and adults as coauthors in
nineteenth-century England, Gubar criticized Rose for reducing the child
to an abstract “Other;” and she ascertained that even authors of the Golden
Age “entertain the possibility that children can resist and reconceive the
scripts handed to them by adults, participating not only in the production
of narrative, but in the drafting of their own life stories” (Gubar 2009: 38).
Here, children and childhood are linked to resistance, participation and
production, also when it comes to literature, and Gubar uses “agency” as
a key term. Another important scholar in this shift was Karen Sanchez-
Eppler, who described her research interest thus: “I strive to understand not
just the books adults produced for children—that is, what adults thought
about childhood and wanted to say to children—but also what children
actually did with these texts, how they took possession of them” (Sanchez-
Eppler 2011: 151; see also Sanchez-Eppler 2023). When a revised version of
Keywords for Children’s Literature was issued, “agency” was one of the new
entries to be included, along with, for instance, “transnational” and “media”
(Christensen 2021).

Increased interest in children’s agency within children’s literature studies
can be linked to the development of children’s rights and childhood stud-
ies. In a study of the history behind the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child from 1989, childhood historian Paula Fass describes a
shift from the original post-WWT and WWII ambition to protect children
from abuse, war, child labor, and related threats, to a view on children both
as capable individuals and individuals in need of protection:

Those “rights” have become familiar to us over the past 20 years since
they were first set forth in 1989 as a balance between viewing the
child as the object of caretaking who requires various services and
protections from adults and the rights of the child to act fully in his
or her capacity as a person. Throughout most of the century it was the
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former rights—to be cared for and protected—that defined the ideals
that international institutions adopted. (Fass 2011: 18)

Childhood anthropologists Myra Bluebond-Langner and Jill E. Korbin
call the convention a “pivotal event, not only in the development of poli-
cies for children but also in terms of scholarship” and the establishment
of childhood studies as a field. More specifically, they state that the way
the convention addresses children’s right to participation has “stimulated a
research and policy agenda that includes children’s views and perspective”
(Bluebond-Langner and Korbin 2007: 24). Key scholars in childhood studies,
childhood sociologist Adrian James and childhood anthropologist Allison
James, include “agency” as a term in Key Terms to Childhood Studies (2008)
where they define it as the “capacity of individuals to act independently”
Furthermore, they state that the concept “underscores children and young
people’s capacities to make choices about the things they do and to express
their own ideas” and “emphasizes children’s ability not only to have some
control over the direction their own lives take but also, importantly, to play
some part in the changes that take place in society more widely” (James and
James 2008: 9). Underlying this approach is the understanding that an agent
or a subject is an individual who acts, makes choices, and expresses his or her
own ideas and thereby participates in changing society. This did not mean,
however, that, for instance, Allison James was not aware of the complexities
in trying to make children’s voices heard (James 2007).

REDEFINING AGENCY IN RELATIONAL TERMS

Three publications from childhood studies and childhood history may serve as
examples of new approaches that challenge definitions of “agency” as the one
mentioned above. In the introduction to the anthology Reimagining Childhood
Studies (2018), Spyros Spyrou, Rachel Rosen, and Daniel Thomas Cook ques-
tion what they consider a reductive use of the term “agency” within childhood
studies. In their view, the field has placed “the bourgeois, Global North ‘child”
as “the theoretical center of the field” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 2) and
valorized “children’s agency to the point of a fetish” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook
2018: 3; see also Spyrou 2018). Among other things, they claim that this approach
to agency overlooks childhoods “multiple and connective scales, relationalities
and structural entanglements” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 4). Inspired,
among others, by Karen Barad, the alternative they propose is to focus on
agency as “a relational dynamic—not so much a property of an entity, but an
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element of a complex, an assemblage of sorts” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018:
5). Furthermore, they suggest a “relational posture not only toward bodies and
persons but also toward objects, technologies, systems, epistemes, and historical
eras” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 6). In sum, they encourage an approach
where researchers pay attention to the ways in which identities are negoti-
ated and developed in interaction with discourses, contexts, and relationships.
Hereby, they also want to signal “a shift from childhood as an identity category
to the practices which enact it as a particular kind of phenomenon: from what
childhood is to how childhood is done” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 8).
The anthology Reconceptualizing Agency (2016) represents a related inter-
disciplinary approach to agency within childhood studies. In his chapter
“Extending Agency: The Merit of Relational Approaches for Childhood
Studies,” German social scientist Eberhard Raithelhuber critiques two basic
aspects of the previous use of the term “agency” in childhood studies. Firstly,
the idea that children “have’ or ‘possess’ agency . . . thus being able to bring
about change or to make a difference” (Raithelhuber 2016: 91). Secondly, that
the intention of such research is to prove and investigate “how individual
children can express agency in the context of constraining and enabling
conditions” (Raithelhuber 2016: 91). Like Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook, he claims
that this approach to agency rests on Western, Eurocentric humanistic views
and a basic dualism between “mind and body, individual and society, micro
and macro, human and non-human” (Raithelhuber 2016: 91). According to
him, an alternative would be to acknowledge that agency “can only exist in
interconnectedness and be brought about in relations” (Raithelhuber 2016:
96). Thus, he argues for “a different understanding of agency as social and
collective” and for approaches where agents “consist of overlapping entities
or fabrics, which are complex and in motion” (Raithelhuber 2016: 89) rather
than being perceived as individual, intentional agents. The example he uses
is rituals, but I will later discuss a project where children cocreate literature
with peers and professional authors as an example of how this idea of social
agency might also be relevant in relation to children engaging with literature.
A third and final example of new approaches to agency comes from the
history of childhood. In the article “The Kids Aren’t All Right” (2020), child-
hood historian Sarah Maza analyzes the focus on children’s agency in histori-
cal research. Within her field, she also finds many attempts to look for and
find children’s “authentic” voices based on definitions and ambitions from
the New Sociology of Childhood. Maza writes, “[w]hile agency has been vari-
ously challenged and redefined by historians in this century, many of those
who work on children still see it as one of their central tasks to demonstrate
that young people were more than just the objects or victims of their elders’
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programs” (Maza 2020: 1,268). While she acknowledges that historians can
find examples that point to children’s abilities “to perform and create, and
to alter their environments by disobeying, running away, engaging in delin-
quency, or ensuring their own survival in various ways” (Maza 2020: 1,269),
she also argues for a more nuanced and social approach to agency. Among
others, she refers to William Sewell, who includes a focus on agency as “an
ability to coordinate one’s actions with others and against others, to form
collective projects, and to monitor the simultaneous effects of one’s own
and others’ activities” (Sewell 2005, quoted in Maza 2020: 1,269). Interesting
in this context is Maza’s discussion of autobiographies as a valuable source
of knowledge about children’s agency in historical contexts. Rather than
describing childhood as a fixed lifespan, she refers to Carolyn Steedman
and Mary Jo Maynes, who define childhood as “a labile category that exists
not just in the time of youth but as it is remembered and recast throughout
an individual’s life” (Maza 2020: 1,270). Furthermore, she quotes Mary Jo
Maynes for stating that “childhood experience functions not just when it
happens in real time, but, because of the dynamics of intersecting tempo-
ralities and ongoing personality development, as a life-long phenomenon”
(Mary Jo Maynes, quoted in Maza: 1,270). This approach to childhood also
as an ongoing process resonates with Gubar’s kinship model, according to
which “children and adults are separated by differences of degree, not of kind,
meaning that we should eschew difference-model discourse that depicts
children as a separate species in favor of emphasizing that growth is a messy
and unpredictable continuum” (Gubar 2013: 254, Gubar 2016).

To sum up, the three publications mentioned here are examples of
responses to research that take as a point of departure the individual, agen-
tic child, and situations where that agency is visible in actions directed at
oppressive structures or authorities. Instead, researchers suggest a turn
toward agency and subjectivity as being embedded in social interactions
and relationships in specific social settings and contexts. In addition, this
line of research points to the need to listen to the marginalized and silenced
children. The question to follow is how such an approach to agency could
be applied within children’s literature studies.

CHARACTERS, IMPLIED READERS,
AND RELATIONAL AGENCY IN A PICTURE BOOK

In 2019, the Danish picture book En fin sten (A Fine Stone) was published.
At first glance, it is quite a traditional picture book in which a short, simple
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Figure 4.1. Anne Sofie Allermann (text), Anna Margrethe Kjeergaard (illustrations): £n fin sten (A Fine Stone).
Jensen & Dalgaard, 2020. Original in color.

text is told in the third person, with Orla (a boy’s name) as the main char-
acter. The first scene is set on the beach, where Orla finds a stone that he
thinks looks like a small penguin. Orla starts to build a circus in the sand,
and then along comes Olivia, and they start playing together. She thinks
the stone looks like a seal and explains to Orla, “Yes, there is the nose, there
are the eyes, and the tail is here! Olivia points and now Orla sees the seal”
(Allerman 2020)." A boy named Otto comes along and states that he thinks
the stone looks like a shark. Again, the text states, “Orla sees the shark, too”
Subsequently, Orla lies on the beach and imagines the stone as a penguin,
a seal, and a shark. He puts the stone in the middle of his circus arena, “and
now he sees that the audience sees something different, depending on where
they are placed” The scene shifts as Olivia and Otto jump into the sea, but
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Figure 4.2. Anne Sofie Allermann (text), Anna Margrethe Kjergaard (illustrations): £n fin sten (A Fine Stone).
Jensen & Dalgaard, 2020. Original in color.

Orla stands on the dock, not daring to follow them. From the water, Otto
encourages him by telling him to imagine that he is a shark. The illustration
shows how Orla imagines “the shark inside himself,” and he jumps into the
water. Unfortunately, his bathing trunks slide down, and he “gets embarrassed
and is on the edge of crying”

The reader might fear that Orla is going to have a bad experience, but
on the next double spread, the reader is confronted with all three children
laughing together. Orla has pulled up his trunks, and Olivia and Otto have
put their hands on Orla’s arms in comforting and inclusive gestures. In the
final scene of the book, a mum shouts: “Olivia, Otto and Olga! Lunch is
ready!” and the following conversation takes place:

“I do not like it when you call me Olga,” Orla says, while they eat.
“But that is your name,” Dad says.
“No, my name is Orla”
And then Orla shows them the fine stone he has found.
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Figure 4.3. Anne Sofie Allermann (text), Anna Margrethe Kjeergaard (illustrations): £n fin sten (A Fine Stone).
Jensen & Dalgaard, 2020. Original in color.

The parents do not seem to want to change their perception of his gender by
using a boy’s name, according to his wishes. Here, when the father addresses
the main character with a girl’s name, the reader becomes aware of a subtle
gender issue in the book in relation to the main character, and when turning
to the back cover, the reader is confronted with Orla depicted with his back
toward the reader, wearing a bikini top. Since the main character has not
worn a top on the other illustrations, the reader is tempted to turn to the
first double spread, only to see a bikini top put away discreetly in the margin
of the illustration (figure 4.1).

So, how is this picture book linked to children’s experiences of identity,
approaches to identity formation, and children’s agency? First and foremost,
agency (or lack of agency) is depicted as arising through relationships. The
discussion between the main character and his parents points to the name
“Orla” as being the name he uses to refer to himself, while his parents use
the girl’s name they have assigned to their child. In this case, Orla/Olga
tries to have an influence, but a potential conflict and solution are left open.
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The conversation between the parents and the child reflects agency, or lack
of agency, as being negotiated and developed in discourses, contexts, and
relationships. This brings to mind the conceptualization of relational agency
by Spyrou, Cook, Rosen, and Raithelhuber. The parents construct Orla as a
girl, an identity that is also hinted at in the illustration on the back cover. The
illustrations grant the child individual agency by showing that the parents
might buy a bikini top for him and make him bring it to the beach, but he
can still choose not to wear it.

The interaction between identity and relationship is also very much pres-
ent in the situation where Orla loses his bathing trunks. Here, the reader
does not see his genitals and might think that he is embarrassed because he
is naked. But when the final scene with the parents reveals his experience
of being uncomfortable being seen/interpreted as a girl, it becomes notable
that the children do not problematize his gender identity among them. The
facial expressions of Olivia and Otto first reveal surprise, but they do not
mock him; instead, they laugh together. While the omniscient narrator refers
to Orla in the third person, when his trunks slide down, the illustration posi-
tions the reader behind Orla’s back so that readers might identify with the
feeling of standing naked in front of your friends. In the final illustration,
we see the scene from the adults’ point of view but also that the children are
placed closely together with Orla’s friends at his sides, acting as a human
shield or a common front, suggesting that this generation will find it easier
to support him than his parents. Otto gazes toward the reader in a confident
yet gentle way that might invite a child reader into the company of individu-
als with open minds and adult readers to consider their position in dialogue
with child readers.

Another explicit example of relational agency among children is the way
in which they support each other in difficult situations. When Orla is scared
to jump into the water and Otto tells him to imagine he is a shark, imagi-
nation is depicted as a catalyst of action and agency. The fact that Otto, his
friend, sees his potential courage leads to Orla’s own ability to imagine him-
self as brave. This scene brings to mind Raithelhuber’s description of agents
as consisting of “overlapping entities or fabrics, which are complex and in
motion” (Raithelhuber 2016: 89). Being timid or being brave and thus able
to act is not an inherent, absolute quality in Orla; here agency is depicted as
the result of the children’s relationships, dialogue, and imagination. But it is
important to note that, in the end, the decision is Orla’s own.

When the children discuss whether the stone is a seal, a shark, or a pen-
guin, they also point to identity as something that is negotiated, relational,
and the result of discourses. The children use their imagination but listen to
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each other’s perspectives and interpretations of the object. They do not argue,
and after different possible “stone-identities” have been presented, the text
states that “Orla sees” not only a penguin but also a potential seal and shark
in the stone. The different species are not presented as inherent or mutually
exclusive qualities or identities in the object but depend on the perspective
and interpretation of the viewer. One could argue that in this narrative, the
stone is also an agent that encourages the characters to think about identity,
which would reflect Spyrou, Rosen, and CooK’s suggestion of a “relational
posture not only toward bodies and persons but also toward objects” (Spyrou,
Rosen, and Cook 2019: 6).

Finally, what about the agency of the reader? One could argue that rela-
tional agency is inherent in all acts of reading, as illustrated by Wolfgang Iser’s
concept of “the implied reader” that addresses the interaction and cocon-
struction of text and reader (Iser 1974). Reading this picture book, readers
are expected to be able to deduce a number of things themselves, especially
in the interplay between text and images. Few readers would note the bikini
top lying on the towel on the first double spread on a first reading. However,
having finished the book, they may revisit the cover and notice that there, the
main character is depicted as holding his hands in front of his body. Given
the young age of the child, in a Scandinavian context, a girl would not be
expected to wear a bikini top, and the gender of the main character is not
an issue—apparently, a gender-neutral depiction is intended. The question
of biological gender versus the individual’s experience of gender is referred
to, and the reader/spectator is positioned on the side of Orla. While some
aspects of the book invite readers to make up their own minds, other aspects
restrict the readers’ interpretive freedom. For instance, the omniscient nar-
rator’s very explicit didactic tone states that “the audience sees something
different, depending on where they are placed” While some reflection is left
to the reader and to discussions among children and adult readers, the book
can also be seen as a didactic and explicit illustration of contemporary ideas
of identity formation.

This picture book transmits a clear message about gender diversity and a
child’s right to decide his or her own gender, which can be linked to the fact
that the manuscript won a competition aimed at making LGBTQ+ issues
more visible in Danish picture books. This contest was arranged by a Chris-
tian organization, and the competition caused a debate in the Christian
newspaper Kristeligt Dagblad, where a more conservative theologian accused
the organization of “bowing to the zeitgeist,” while another theologian inter-
preted the competition as reflecting the need of some Christian institutions
to position themselves as free-spirited or liberal (Kristeligt Dagblad, January
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18, 2019: 5). This debate also points to relational agency as being embedded
in larger structural contexts.

RELATIONAL AGENCY ACCORDING
TO CHILDREN IN AARHUS 2022

Ideas of intergenerational cooperation and children’s agency lie behind the
project Tiny Voices—Grand Narratives (Smé Stemmer—Store Fortellinger,
2021-2022), initiated and hosted by Aarhus Libraries. The main activity in
the project was a number of workshops in libraries where children ten to
thirteen years old coproduced texts with professional authors. The main
ambition of the project was to encourage coproduction and to stimulate
the production and public dissemination of texts coproduced by children.
Children’s literature scholar Ayoe Quist Henkel and I were engaged to col-
lect data on children’s experiences of creating narratives together and their
agency in that process. In this essay, a small selection of data will be used to
exemplify how children talk about producing texts together.

In the spring of 2022, we interviewed two eleven-year-old boys who
worked together to produce a text based on input from the professional
author Dorte Schou. The boys attended the workshop with their classmates
and teachers at the biggest public library called DOKKj, in Aarhus, the sec-
ond biggest city in Denmark. The children were organized in pairs by their
teacher, who wanted them to work with someone they did not usually work
with. The cooperation between author and children and between pairs of
children allows the researcher to pay attention to agency in a relational con-
text. In the following selected parts of the thirteen-minute interview, the boys
talk about their cooperation and the context of that cooperation.

At the beginning of the interview, the two boys both state that they
enjoyed working with someone they do not usually cooperate with, and
when asked explicitly, “[h]Jow has the cooperation between the two of you
been?” they state simultaneously, “Really good.” Interested in knowing more
about children’s views on cooperation, the interviewer asked:

INTERVIEWER: Why are you good at working together? What is the
good thing about working together with Laurits, Viktor?*

VIKTOR: He is smart, he is good at writing, and he is very funny. He
is also a good friend.

INTERVIEWER: What is a good friend?
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VIKTOR: One who supports you, when you need something, and if
you are sad, then he comes over and helps you. (Interview DOKK,
April 7,2022)

Viktor points to his coauthor’s intellect, his skills, his humor, but also more
personal qualities, such as being supportive, empathetic, and helpful. Even
though these two children have not worked much together before, he calls his
coworker “a friend” When the interviewer asks Laurits what it is like to work
with Viktor, he states, “I think it is really good, [he is] someone who does not
give up easily. And he continues to write instead of just saying T am fed up
with this! And then he is really nice and kind to you. And good to talk to”

When describing their cooperation, this boy mentions a skill that is useful
in the process of writing and cooperating—perseverance—but he also points
to relational or social skills. Moving toward their cooperation in relation to
the specific story they made, the interviewer asks:

INTERVIEWER: What individual contributions to the story have the
two of you made?

LAURITS: One was writing [on the computer] and then one.. . .

VIKTOR: [Interrupts] provided ideas . . .

LAURITS: Yes, and then, for instance, when Viktor was writing, then
I asked, “If you have any ideas, then you just say so.” And then
halfway through, we switched places, and then I wrote, because it
would be a little tough, if Viktor should write it all, and then I just
wrote a bit too.

INTERVIEWER: So you have simply taken turns at being . . .

VIKTOR: [Interrupts] The author. (Interview DOKKi, April 7, 2022)

As one can see, the boys cooperate in explaining the situation to the
interviewer by finishing each other’s sentences and sometimes also the inter-
viewer’s sentences. The hesitation or silence of one person in the room gives
another the chance to cocreate information and interpretations. I find that
the two boys in this interview point to cocreation as a creative process that
of course depends on skills but also on the relationship between the two
coauthor/-agents being good and based on mutual respect and simply caring
for each other, making sure that the coworker is okay. Their immediate joy
of participating in that kind of cooperation and the way they talk about it
makes me think that this is not the kind of cooperation they always experi-
ence. The way they talk about their cooperation seems to support the idea of



82 NINA CHRISTENSEN

relationships and interaction being an important part of agency from a child’s
point of view—and more important than individual ownership of the story.
Bearing in mind Raithelhuber’s and other researchers’ attention toward
agency in context, another aspect of the interview is relevant. When asked
an open question concerning their overall impression of the workshop, they
responded very positively, Laurits saying that he specifically liked:

LAURITS: That you can choose yourself. . .. You had a lot of spare time
and . . . then you could just walk around like you wanted to.

VIKTOR: [Interrupts] Walk around with your friends, play games,
hygge, go outside. (Interview DOKKi, April 7, 2022)

Iinterpret this as the children’s explicit joy at not being subject to very strict
structures and of having an influence on and a choice with regard to what
they are allowed to do. They contrast this experience in the library with their
limited freedom of choice and influence in their normal school context.
Asked whether they would suggest if anything should be changed in relation
to how the workshop was organized, Viktor repeats that he found it really
cool to be at the library for two days in a row. The interviewer asks what
the good thing about being away from the school was and the boy’s reply:

LAURITS: That you can try something new, also because at school it
gets very much a lot of the same.

VIKTOR: You know where all the things are.

LAURITS: Yes, then it is cooler to try to be down at DOKK1, because there
are so many more options, you can try, like more spare time, and for
instance in the breaks, you can play fussball, arcade machines.

VIKTOR: [Interrupts] VR.

LAURITS: And try all sorts of funny things.

VIKTOR: At school, you can just play football, you can only be outside,
you must not be inside, it is mega-boring.

The children explain that their experience at school, even in their spare
time, is very restricted with regard to where they are allowed to be and what
they can do, in contrast to being in the library, where they experienced quite
a lot of freedom and influence on their activities. From the children’s point
of view, this feeling of agency is linked to the context of the library. From
an outsider’s perspective, agency is also linked to the relationship between
the pupils and their teacher. She demanded that they participate in the
workshop, but she was also very much aware of when they needed a break,
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and when they did, she was very trustful. She communicated very clearly
about how long they would have a break and told them to set the alarm on
their cell phones so that they could be back on time. And they were, thus
demonstrating that their agency was linked to the existing relationship and
trust between teacher and pupils. When the application and the framework
for the project were designed, agency, as defined by James and James in
2008, was one point of departure, but interactions and interviews with the
children made relational agency a very relevant term to work with. As my
final example, in continuation of Maza’s reflections on children’s agency in
a historical context, I will now turn to the life and childhood experiences of
Johanne Luise Heiberg.

NARRATING RELATIONAL AGENCY IN THE PAST:
THE CASE OF JOHANNE LUISE HEIBERG

The autobiographies of Danish fairy tale author Hans Christian Andersen
(1805-1875) provide insight into the importance of relationships when a very
poor boy growing up in a provincial town at the beginning of the eighteenth
century wanted to move upward in society. While Andersen is not the only boy
who is able to change his living conditions, at this point in history, it was very
rare that poor girls were able to do so and even more rare for them to write their
autobiographies. The autobiography of Johanne Luise Heiberg, A Life Relived
in Recollection (1973; Et liv genoplevet i erindringen, written from 1855 onward,
was first published in 1891/92), allows us a glimpse into the life of a girl with an
emigrant, very poor, partly Jewish background, who did not receive any formal
schooling but worked and earned her own money from a very young age. In
continuation of Maza’s discussion of childrens agency in historical context,
one could ask to what extent it is productive to apply the terms “agency” or
“relational agency” to the context of her account of a childhood.

Born in 1812, Johanne Luise Heiberg mainly grew up in Copenhagen
at an unfortunate time in the history of the city: In 1807, Copenhagen was
bombed by the British army as part of the Napoleonic wars, and in 1813, the
Danish state went bankrupt. Johanne Luise Heiberg’s parents struggled to
be able to pay for food and a place to live for their nine children, among
which Johanne was the second youngest. Her talent as a dancer led to an
early career as a child actor at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen, where she
soon became an extremely popular young actress. She married the director
of the theater, Johan Ludvig Heiberg, who was also a prominent author and
thus a member of the cultural elite, and she continued to work as an actress.
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The question here is how the adult author addresses the relationship between
her own qualities, efforts, and agency and her dependence on others as well
as structural elements. Three scenes of her life as a child as it is “recalled,
recorded, and commemorated” (Appel, Christensen, Staffensen 2022: 5) will
serve as examples. When referring to Johanne Luise Heiberg’s experiences
as a child, I will use only her first name.

First scene: In 1818, Johanne’s parents were not able to make a living in
Copenhagen, which made her mother travel with nine children to the far-
away provincial town of Aalborg. Here, she established a household in order
to earn a living by cooking for the soldiers in the city. Her husband stayed
behind, and the children had to take care of themselves. Johanne entertained
herself playing in the gutter and writes in detail about the place and her
games, including the moment when she realized the shame of being poor:
“By then I was between three and four years old. Lying on my knees in the
gutter, poking with a stick in it, I suddenly became conscious about my own
self in this life. I remember clearly, how I suddenly looked up, shamefully
dried my fingers and thought: If someone sees you like this it is shameful
for you. From then on I sticked to the stairs” (Heiberg 1973: 19). This scene
shows a child being on her own, conscious about the shamefulness of her
poverty and the fact that poverty leaves her playing in the gutter. However,
referring to the stairs as her “dear stairs” also suggests that she felt that she
had a place of her own, and with some satisfaction, she explains how she was
able to create what to her was a meaningful and enjoyable activity. One of
her favorite plays was to dig up earthworms, wash them, and put them back
in the earth again, feeling that she had done a good deed. Her conclusion
to the description of this first scene is that “[w]ith such quiet, modest joys,
the first years of my childhood passed” (Heiberg 1973:19). In Aalborg, at six
years old, she got her first unpaid job as a codance instructor with one of
the officers from the regiment. When the family moved back to Copenha-
gen, an older girl who lived with the family saw her talent and encouraged
her and her sister to apply to the Royal Theatre’s ballet school for children.
Eight-year-old Johanne and her sister were accepted to the school. Here, the
two girls “were derided, mocked, and shunned like two ugly trolls who had
ventured into this gathering of sylphs” (Heiberg 1973: 22). Johanne’s talent
for dancing was noticed, and she achieved small child roles at the theater,
but her talents also led to a traumatic event.

The second scene, noteworthy in the context of relational agency, took
place in a simple inn run by her father and mother. One evening, her father,
who was proud of his two girls, wanted them to perform. The adult author
describes how she tried to avoid it, how she was shaking when the father
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came into the room and told them to dance for his customers, and how she
declared insistently that she did not want to do it. But her father got angry
and forced her up on the pool table, and while the guests were shouting
and clapping their hands, her sister started to dance. The author describes
how she followed her sister in tears “while the raw cheering of the guests
increased” (Heiberg 1973: 25). Help came from a stranger; a person who had
been sitting in the corner of the room interfered, went to the table, grabbed
her by the waist, lifted her off the table, and told the mob how wrong it was
to force a small, timid girl to do this. The stranger brought Johanne and her
sister to his table, and when he learned that they did not know how to read
or write, he began to teach them.

There is no doubt that the grown Johanne Luise Heiberg also sees the man,
“Herman,” as a benefactor, and in relation to the scene mentioned above,
she calls him a “protector” He invested time and money in the girls’ educa-
tion and bought the family things they needed, including a piano to help
in the development of Johanne’s career. However, seen with today’s eyes, he
also seemed to be grooming the girl. She recalls her distress and sometimes
shame at being related to this man, who allegedly wanted to bind her with an
engagement when she was only twelve years old. She describes her reaction
thus: “It appeared to me that I was sold, disgraced, and I prayed intensively to
God that he would bring me home” (Heiberg 1973: 41). Her shame developed
into a depression-like state of apathy.

Interestingly, these feelings of dependence, lack of agency, and despair
are paired with a description of being able to stand up for herself (and her
mother). The third scene takes place when, one evening, her father is drunk,
abusive, and on his way to beat up her mother. Usually, Johanne hid from
him in such instances, but when he suddenly moved toward her and told
her to respect him, she rose, stood up right before him, and, full of fear, told
her father how miserable a person he was and how miserable he made the
family. Her next thought was that “now he will come on to me and beat me
to pieces, the blood rushed to my heart, and trembling from fear I stood
there straight and stiff, while all my blood ran to my heart” (Heiberg 1973:
38-39). Much to her surprise, her father suddenly comes to his senses and
retires to a corner of the room.

Johanne Luise Heiberg depicts a childhood that is obviously constricted
by conditions the girl could not change. Poverty led to lack of food, bullying,
lack of formal schooling, an unsecure home, and economic dependency on a
wealthier man who takes advantage of the family’s underprivileged situation.
Like Herman, the mother is an ambivalent figure. She was often the one to
provide for the most basic needs of the family, and in some cases, she tried to
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protect her daughter—but she also neglected the damaging consequences of
her daughter’s suitor’s behavior. These are “agents” that help her, and, in that
way, provide what we could call “relational agency,” but on the other hand,
through their actions or their passivity, they limit the child’s agency. Johanne
Luise Heiberg also depicts a childhood where she was subordinated to her
father’s wishes and demands and where she was very dependent on support
from outside the family. At the same time, descriptions of her early “inner
life” and the situation where she stands up against her father show that she
was brave and able to stand up against the tyrant. In spite of being born very
poor, her talent made it possible for her to earn her own money at an early age,
get a room of her own, and slowly get more influence on her life in general.

I find Johanne Luise Heiberg’s portrait of girlhood in the early nineteenth
century interesting partly due to the description of relationships between chil-
dren and adults that are simultaneously characterized by conflicts, violence,
and implied erotic elements, and at the same time, by adults who tried to care
for the child, tried to help and support, but were not always able to do so. Also,
the depiction of the child’s own agency is complex. Obviously, some scenes
describe her individual ability to speak and have an influence on her own life,
but just as many times, she describes the injustices, the feeling of shame, and
even a wish to die. Again following Raithelhuber, this recollected childlife is
an example of agency not as a question of “to have or to have not”—individual
as well as relational agency is sometimes present in her life, but it is not always
clear whether it will lead to improvements of her life conditions.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the concept of “relational agency” and the differ-
ences as well as the interactions between such definitions of agency and the
approach suggested by the New Sociology of Childhood that focused more
on individual agency and less on structures or contexts. For me, the three
cases show that using the term “relational agency” and paying attention to
relationships and contexts make it possible to see new aspects of agency. Indi-
vidual agency and relational agency merge, both in fictional representations
of childhood, children’s view on their actual experiences in 2022, and when
childhood is recollected in a historical context. More nuances appear, but
also a higher degree of ambivalence or contradictions in relation to agency,
seen from a child’s point of view. The picture book A Fine Stone represents
a childlife where relational agency exists but also where agency is limited
through relationships, in this case, when the parents insist on not listening
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to the child and calling him by a girl’s name. For me, this example also shows
that relational agency is powerful, but so are the individual’s choice and deci-
sion. The project Tiny Voices—Grand Narratives was also conceptualized in
continuation of agency as defined by the New Sociology of Childhood. Our
empirical research reveals that an approach that pays more attention to the
children’s experiences of cooperation and relationships when producing texts
in a library context together with classmates is very relevant. Yet in spite of
the children’s joy at creating together, when the book based on mutual efforts
is produced, some of them still look for their specific individual contributions
to the common product. This shows that discussions of relational agency
could and should not exclude individual aspects in contexts.

Finally, the scenes I referred to from Johanne Luise Heiberg’s life represent
lack of agency and actual agency being present in some of the same situa-
tions. The other side of relational agency could be what one might call “rela-
tional dependency”” This leads me to conclude that while relational agency
seems to be a very useful concept in various strands of children’s literature
and childhood studies, I find it counterproductive to dismiss a focus on
individual agency as being a thing of the past and a useless leftover from a
Eurocentric, bourgeois way of thinking. Based on children’s statements and
depictions of children’s agency in different contexts, I find it meaningful to
combine an approach to agency that includes both a focus on relational and
social agency, interactions, contexts, and choices, as well as an approach with
a focus on situations that involve the actions and expressions of individuals.

NOTES

Interviews with informants eleven to twelve years old conducted by Nina Christensen
and Ayoe Quist Henkel during the project Smd stemmer—store forteellinger (Tiny Voices—
Grand Narratives) at the public Library DOKK1, Aarhus, Denmark, April 7, 2021.

1. All translations from Danish quotes are by the author of this chapter.

2. The names of the boys have been changed for the sake of anonymity.
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Chapter 5

RESISTING EUGENIC LEGACIES

Child Agency in Protecting Disabled Citizenship
in Children’s and Young Adult Literature

ELIZABETH LEACH-LEUNG

Individuals with disabilities, both physically apparent and invisible, trouble
ideals of citizenship through the marked difference(s) of their embodiment.
Examining landmark American legislation such as the American Rehabilita-
tion Action (1973) and the American Disabilities Act (1990), Emily Russell
notes how the ADA acknowledges embodiment as complicated and not
wholly medical: “[TThe body is not simply a self-evident, physical truth” (Rus-
sell 2011: 2). In her introduction to The Embodied Child, Lydia Kokkola echoes
the same sentiment that “the body is not neutral, and it cannot be separated
from the ways in which we think, perceive, and inhabit our environment”
(2018: 1, emphasis original). The disabled body has a history of eradication—
an embodiment so problematic the only solution was elimination. Eugenics
was the sinister solution for the eradication of the undesirable non-white,
poor, disabled population. While eugenic practices were applied across vari-
ous minorities throughout history, this chapter will focus on eugenics as a
discrimination against disability, primarily because other ethnic, racial, and
sexual minorities were considered a disability within eugenic thinking (Smith
2012: 15). Pitted against eugenic practices of sterilization and execution, indi-
viduals with disabilities struggled for their basic rights of citizenship: their
right to life. If citizenship is participation in democratic nations (Bérubé
2003) or politics that affect an individual’s rights (see Coste below), then how
can we protect the disabled voices of children? This chapter demonstrates
how to read for eugenic legacies and resistance in children’s and young adult
literature featuring disabled characters by identifying its impact on disabled
citizenship alongside the promotion of agency in disabled and able-bodied
children in these narratives.

90
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The history of disability is mired in eugenics: the systematic steriliza-
tion or execution of disabled populations following the unscientific and
racially biased assumptions that this would strengthen the human gene pool.
Believing intelligence was hereditary, Francis Galton is cited as the “father
of eugenics” Galton coined the term eugenics—from the Greek eugenes—in
1869 to mean “the science of improving stock . . . which, especially in the
case of man, takes cognisance of all influences that tend in however remote a
degree to give to the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of
prevailing speedily over the less suitable than they otherwise would have had”
(Smith 2012: 9, quoting Galton). The extent of eugenics’ cultural resonance
can be observed in how it proliferated through children’s literature at the
turn of the twentieth century. Amanda Hollander observes how children’s
literature of this time circulated “influential claims by eugenicists that such
drastic actions would free the US government from the burden of caring
for its own citizens”—claims that also appeared in Nazi prosterilization
posters—as “early twentieth-century eugenicists disturbingly aligned liberty
with death and sterilization” (2018: 127). Of these undesirable groups, the
focus remained on “ostensibly congenital conditions, including intellectual
disability, epilepsy, mental illness, ‘weakness’ or disease, deformity, and sen-
sory impairments” alongside the poor and racial minorities (Smith 2012:
13). These eugenic sentiments founded what is known as the medical model
of disability (Smith 2012: 4): ideas that disability is an individual problem
and that individuals should seek to find a cure. Hollander notes how “the
American brand of eugenics would become the most aggressive model until
Nazi socialists began their pursuit of the eugenic state” (2018: 135).

The Holocaust has become a cultural touchstone when considering eugen-
ics and a turning point for various political issues surrounding this ideology
(Herzog 2018: 6). While we vow “never again” and “never forget” (Popescu &
Schult 2020), individuals with disabilities have often been forgotten among
those sterilized and killed during the Holocaust and throughout the twen-
tieth century, a fact Kokkola notes in her survey of Holocaust literature for
children (2003: 6). Post—-World War II, there was a rise of social activism
within the Western world, however, while other rights work such as feminism
and antiracism grew postwar, disability rights was a straggler to the human
rights canon (Herzog 2018: 11). In fact, much of the early success of feminists
and Black rights activists was due to their separation from disability, leav-
ing disability as one of the last marginalization to begin conducting its own
rights work in earnest in the 1970s (Smith 2012: 16). Disability activists have
since succeeded in solidifying rights for individuals with disabilities such as
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1975) and Public Law 94-142
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(1978), which encouraged children with disabilities to enter mainstream
schooling—Ileading to more representations of children with disabilities
within children’s literature (Harrill 1993)—and the landmark American Dis-
abilities Act (1990). Yet individuals with disabilities remain haunted by this
eugenic past that seeps into the twenty-first-century debates on abortion,
to which pro-choice arguments were founded and supported on eugenic
sentiments from the 1960s and 1970s (Herzog 2018: 9).

Questions of what disabled citizenship looks like is evoked in Dagmar
Herzog’s quest to truly unlearn eugenics as he questions how emotional,
political, and financial structures of society could be adjusted to provide
individuals with disability “dignified rather than demeaned lives” (2018:
12). It involves both understanding how the history of eugenics has seeped
into various elements of our contemporary world and how these influence
notions of embodied citizenship, as well as creating a future where individu-
als are no longer stigmatized or viewed as a drain on society. This chapter will
evoke two texts on a temporal spectrum—the first, our folkloric past, and the
second, our possible futures—which exemplify how eugenics continues to
permeate children literature. Unlike the pro-eugenic sentiments Hollander
observed in early twentieth-century children’s literature, twenty-first-century
texts provide examples of how we can begin to unlearn eugenics and resist
its legacies. Kenneth Oppel’s The Nest (2015) illustrates how eugenic legacies
are transmitted into contemporary cultural consciousness through folklore
and narratives. Yet, his middle-grade novel demonstrates how one can change
this story and fight alongside silenced ghosts to not repeat this eugenic past.
On the other side of the spectrum, Corinne Duyvis’s On the Edge of Gone
(2019) depicts how we can create a better, inclusive future. While set in the
apocalypse, Duyvis's young adult novel pushes back against the “survival of
the fittest” mindset and demands a true democracy.

OUR FOLKLORIC “PAST”: CHANGING THE CHANGELING
IN KENNETH OPPEL'S THE NEST

The history of eugenics ideologies is far older than Galton. Transmitted
through narratives, concepts of eugenics are buried within Western mythol-
ogy and folklore, stories that are retold today. Using the changeling myth
as an example, David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder describe how, “even after
the professionalization of modern medicine, literature continues to serve
an important explanatory function in the cultural understanding of dis-
ability” (2014: 26). Also called the substitution story, this folktale acted as a
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pre-scientific explanation for infants with congenital disability, both physical
and intellectual, and provided justification for infanticide. These tales were
traditionally a “form of guilt displacement” (Haffter 1968: 58) and a means to
justify eugenics. Contemporary retellings such as Oppel’s The Nest expose how
eugenics continues to penetrate our culture through the child substitution
story. The perpetually anxious Steve, worried about his sick newborn brother,
is visited by an angelic wasp queen in his dreams. She comes with the promise
to help “fix” baby Theo by replacing him with her “perfect” child being grown
in the wasps’ nest outside his window; Steve just has to say yes. The Nest
reverses elements within the changeling myth to highlight its eugenic themes
and provides opportunities for Steve, the child protagonist, to accept his
newborn brother’s congenital disability alongside his own anxiety, ultimately
rejecting the eugenic ideologies presented through history and mythology.

The substitution story is a folktale that describes how fairies would take
newborn babies and replace them with their “changeling” or fairy children.
Motivated by their quest to obtain an immortal soul, the changeling fey
would acquire both beauty and a soul if they were nursed by a human mother
while the stolen human child could ennoble fey bloodlines through marriage
(Haffter 1968: 56). Naturally, human families did not want a fairy child but
their own human baby and many of these stories featured gruesome ends
where changelings were beaten, burned, or poisoned to reveal their true fairy
nature (Haftter 1968). Scholars as early as 1891 have read the changeling myth
as a tale for parents to cope with their children born with disabilities (Renner
2016: 154 citing Munro). From the word’s etymological roots, changeling or
cangun/conjeoun was used as an insult to denote “a dwarf” or “a simpleton”
(Sawyer 2019: 65). The descriptions of changeling have been argued to mirror
the appearance of various congenital disabilities. Susan Eberly draws connec-
tions between these common changeling traits and a wide range of congenital
disabilities, including cerebral palsy, Hurler syndrome, cri du chat syndrome,
hypercalcemia syndrome, Down syndrome, carp mouth syndrome, sireno-
melia, progeria, and achondroplastic dwarfing (1988: 65-66). While physi-
cal markers of congenital disabilities clearly align them with the described
changeling, there have been disputes over how intellectual disabilities were
identified. C. F. Goodey and Tim Stainton argue that changelings were only
associated with intellectual disabilities as late as the mid-seventeenth century
and that it was indeed Locke—not Martin Luther, who is more commonly
cited—who implied the “logical” conclusion that it was only the impossibil-
ity of early diagnosis that stopped the “ethical” infanticide on intellectually
disabled children (2001: 239). Either way, the idea of the “abnormal” child is
paramount to the description of the changeling.
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The Nest retains many of the themes and characters of the changeling
myth, albeit with a twist. The fairies are reimagined as uncanny wasps: iri-
descent white—not yellow jackets or hornets that are native to the Ontario
setting of the novel—and described as anatomically different from regular
wasps: “[I]t might not even be a wasp” (Oppel 2015: 86-87). However, while
the changeling myth replaces a “normal/healthy” baby with a “disfigured/
disabled” changeling, The Nest reverses this substitution. The changeling is
still a fairy, grown within the wasps’ nest, but it is described as “healthy” and
“perfect;” whereas Theo, the human child, is sickly. While Oppel does cite his
daughter’s Down syndrome as the largest influence of The Nest (Dror and
Bittner 2017), Theo’s disability is not specified beyond the term “congenital,
although we are told his condition is quite rare (2015: 42).

The largest change Oppel makes to the changeling myth is introducing
an intermediary character between the adults, the baby, and fey: the child
protagonist, Steve. Steve is placed in an agentic position as a “competen|t]
and capabl[e] social acto[r]” (Flynn 2016: 262), a key position the original
myth lacks. Unlike other substitution stories, this substitution between the
wasp baby and Theo has not yet happened, and Steve becomes a necessary
element to continue this narrative: he must help the wasps in their final step,
to open the window and let them into Theo’s room. It becomes his choice
as to whether or not he allows the substitution to take place, for the wasps
to “fix” Theo by “replacing him altogether” (Oppel 2015: 68). Commonly
used in the medical model of disability alongside “cure” and “ameliorate,” the
language of “fix” signals the blurred line between medicine and eugenics. If
the wasps “fix” Theo, replacing him with their “healthy” wasp baby, then the
wasps will eat Theo, thus completing the eugenic death drive of the original
changeling myth. Steve is placed on a tipping point: to be passive and allow
the substitution to unfold or to “become [an] active participant” (Flynn 2016:
256) and reject the culture of eugenics by changing the narrative.

Yet it is not just Steve’s mere presence in the narrative that complicates
the substitution story but also his identity as a disabled character that dis-
rupts the key binary between the disabled and changeling child. While the
term is not used within the text, Steve displays many traits associated with
obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD): obsessive thoughts, intense anxiety,
and compulsive behaviors (NHS 2021). The wasp queen initially weaponizes
Steve’s fear of his own disabled identity to control him. When Steve says that
he’s going to tell his parents about the wasps’ plan, she replies that his parents
will “send [him] straight to the psychiatric ward for assessment and pump
[him] full of sedatives and antipsychotics and start debating [his] diagnosis”
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(2015:181). The queen paints a sensationalized and outdated image of modern
treatment facilities common in Western media, playing on Steve’s fear of
being separated from society and locked away in an asylum. John Radford
notes how the asylum, as we see depicted in media today, is haunted by its
eugenic history: a place where disabled people were segregated from society
and often sterilized (1991). The queen also offers to “fix” Steve as his “case isn't
so severe . . . a few little tweaks and twokes” (Oppel 2015: 176). Of course, “fix-
ing” is interchangeable with “replacing” for the wasps, and so Oppel changes
the substitution story to position multiple disabled characters along the
eugenic path of the changeling myth.

There are several other disabled characters within The Nest who further
complicate the changeling myth: Steve’s babysitter has polycystic kidneys; a
friend of her uncle’s has multiple sclerosis (MS); a door-to-door salesman
they refer to as “the knife guy” is missing his fingers from a congenital dis-
ability; and the specter of Mr. Nobody. While a cast of disabled characters
is not rare within children’s literature (see McBryde Johnson’s Accidents
of Nature), the multitude of disabled characters remains a minority to the
tokenized disabled child or literary “freak” Abbye E. Meyer describes (2022:
62). As Steves disabled identity upsets the eugenic drive of the changeling
myth, so do the cast of characters supporting him. Notably, Mr. Nobody
and knife guy are two somewhat-connected spectral figures who become
Steve’s greatest allies. Mr. Nobody is described as a shadow, without face or
limbs, a shape of nightmares (2015: 223) only present within Steve’s dreams
or a disembodied voice on the phone. Knife guy is his corporeal counterpart
and the bridging figure between the dreamlike wasp world and Steve’s real-
ity. He is the one who provides the knife to Steve, which he ultimately uses
to defeat the wasps. Together, these figures illustrate how infanticide haunts
the changeling story and Western history as Mr. Nobody is the specter of
children who were substituted for wasp babies:

“But who are you really?” I asked.

“Just Mr. Nobody. I was replaced”

I staggered after him, stunned.“It . . . it happened to you?”

“Many years ago.”

A wasp suddenly lunged toward us. My knife flashed out and cut
the creature into twitching halves.

“I'm not alive,” said Mr. Nobody. “Scarcely was. The wasps can dis-
perse me. I can’t fight them. I can only give you the knife. And show
you the way”” (2015: 227-28)
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Mr. Nobody is the ghost of a disabled child: unnamed, dehumanized,
and erased from history by the wasps and their eugenic agenda. Yet this his-
tory he (dis)embodies becomes Steve’s most powerful weapon. History and
knowledge—symbolized by the knife—can provide us with tools we may
need to sever one’s present from one's eugenic past. However, Mr. Nobody
cannot wield the knife: “It has to be you. 'm nothing” (2015: 229). Just as how
the wasps cannot swap the babies without Steve’s help, the battle between
knife-wielding Steve and the wasp swarm becomes an externalized battle
between Steve and his own internalized ableism. By learning the silenced,
eugenic history Mr. Nobody suffered, Steve hopes to change the present
and reject the substitution story and its legacy. He uses the knife to cut the
metaphorical ties to the past, reject eugenics, and say not Theo, not me, not
anyone, never again.

While the changeling myth often presents violent solutions to the change-
ling problem, The Nest centers around a choice: “Well, there’s always a choice;
[the queen] said. ‘Always a choice™ (2015: 66). Choice underscores agency
for young people, emphasizing their capacities to act and express their ideas
(Christensen 2021: 10, citing James and James). For Steve, there is the choice
to follow the substitution story or to amend it. There is an ease in allowing
the substitution. As the queen postulates, “You think they’ll care when they
discover [Theo]’s healthy?” (2015: 131). In our world, constructed around
the medical model of disability, healthy is undeniably easier, yet health is
not an absolute. As Ato Quayson notes, able-bodiedness is temporary and
provisional (2007: 14), and disability is an unextractable part of the human
condition. Steve comes to this realization as he looks at the wasp baby:

But I knew, absolutely I knew, that this perfect baby didn't care about
our little Theo. It didn’t care about me or anyone else. It couldn’t, because
it was so perfect that it wouldn’t even understand what it was like not to
be perfect. It would never know weakness or fear. But I could. Because
I was broken inside too. And in that instant I decided that this perfect
baby would never replace my brother. (Oppel 2015: 179-80)

Steve, initially caught up in what Quayson calls the “subliminal fear and
moral panic” (2007: 14) of disability, ultimately disentangles himself from
the eugenic themes of the substitution story and becomes both Theo’s and
his own champion for disabled lives.

However, Steve’s victory is a single battle within a war. While Steve pre-
vents the wasp queen from “Lay[ing] one last egg. [To m]ake a new queen”
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(Oppel 2015: 220), there are hints that the threat of the wasps remains. After
Steve’s battle, he asks the exterminator:

“Have you ever seen that kind [of wasp] before?” I asked.

He was an older man, said he'd been in the business his whole life.
He frowned like hed tasted something nasty, and gave a grunt. “Maybe
just once. A long time ago.” (Oppel 2015: 242)

While this interaction is short, it nods to how this nest was one of many. The
exterminator’s grunt could describe other wasp-like encounters or harken
back to the atrocities of the Holocaust a long time ago. Whatever event the
exterminator may be referring to, it acts as a warning that Steve must con-
tinue fighting against eugenic ideologies that would see him and his brother
become Mr. Nobodies.

In their article on disability in changeling stories, Goodey and Stainton
end with the thought-provoking phrase, “the concept of the changeling is
thus itself a changeling” (2001: 239). The changeling myth, while reworked
and reversed, can allow us to investigate ableist constructs built into children’s
literature and culture. The Nest gives its characters agency to reject the sub-
stitution plot, engage with the troubled history of eugenics, give Mr. Nobody
a voice, and vanquish the changeling without killing the disabled child.

OUR POSSIBLE FUTURES: FIGHTING FOR DEMOCRACY IN THE
APOCALYPSE OF CORINNE DUYVIS’S ON THE EDGE OF GONE

While books like The Nest illustrate how we are still trying to unlearn eugen-
ics and how we are not as far removed from the past as we may like to think,
examining futuristic speculative fiction written for children and young adults
can enable us to postulate what unlearning we still have to accomplish. Eliza-
beth A. Wheeler claims that “children with disabilities rehearse their futures
as assertive adults and challenge the future to turn partial inclusion into full
inclusion,” and these rehearsals can play out in science fiction narratives
(2019: 179). While some techno futures may feature cyborgs as individuals
with prosthetics and physical disabilities as second-class citizens (see Melissa
Meyers’s The Lunar Chronicles Series) and Afrofutures may sit on positive or
negative poles (see Wheeler’s discussion of Sherri L. Smith’s Orleans), there
are other futuristic worlds that are welcoming toward its disabled citizens.
Yet such inclusive and diverse spaces must be policed by their citizens for,
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even in the face of the apocalypse, we cannot resort to a eugenic mindset
when considering who may survive.

On the Edge of Gone presents a close yet apocalyptic future. In the year
2034, eighteen years after the novel’s publication, Earth is hit by an extinction-
level comet. Prior to this ecological disaster, many fled Earth on generational
spaceships to colonize new worlds, leaving billions behind to chance survival
in ill-equipped bunkers. Sixteen-year-old Denise and her mother are two
such individuals left behind. By chance, they stumble upon a generational
ship, the privately owned Nassau, which has not yet left Earth. Earthbound
for repairs after the impact event, Denise strives to convince the captain
and crew that she and her family deserve a coveted spot onboard—a real
chance to survive.

It is worth noting that Denise embodies various marginalized identities.
She is an adolescent female of mixed heritage—Dutch and Surinamese—and
is very conscious that she does not look like her white mother and that there
are few other brown-skinned bodies aboard the Nassau (Duyvis 2019: 47).
She is able-bodied—until she sustains an arm injury at the midpoint of the
novel—but is neurodivergent: Denise is autistic.' While exploring the full
scope of these intersections beyond the space of this chapter, it is worth not-
ing that On the Edge of Gone portrays more diversity than the whiteness of
characters present within The Nest and that Denise’s intersectional identity
permeates her lived experience. The survival novel itself illustrates how Black,
disabled women are disproportionately at risk, the environmental disaster
metaphorically highlighting the harsh lived experiences of these people
within our reality (Wheeler 2019: 180-82).

Concepts of survival, particularly the notion of “survival of the fittest,”
carry with them a eugenic legacy. The first use of the phrase was recorded in
1864 by biologist Herbert Spencer and later approved by Charles Darwin as
an alternative to “natural selection” (Smith 2012: 247). However, “survival of
the fittest” was used more by neo-Darwinists “to justify social and economic
inequalities as natural and beneficial to humanity and to imagine progression
as the continued flourishing of social, economic, and racial elites over the
savagery of “primitive” races and ethnicities” (Smith 2012: 7). While Duyvis’s
novel does not outright discuss eugenics within the human population, espe-
cially when compared to The Nest, notions of eugenic thinking are present
within flashbacks of Denise’s volunteer work at a cat shelter. Wheeler notes
that “animals and children have been natural companions in literature for
centuries [and that] this companionship takes on particular importance for
children with disabilities” (2019: 11). Cats are one of Denise’s hyperfixations,
and she had one day hoped to become a vet. These hopes are dashed when,
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leading up to the impact, the shelter she volunteers at decides to euthanize
all the rescue cats as an act of mercy as authorities have deemed them not
worthy of saving. Indeed, the only animals onboard the Nassau are insects
and fish that are both necessary resources, and there are few other ships or
permanent shelters that would take limited animals (Duyvis 2019: 55,361-62).
The passage wherein Denise oversees the injections draws the reader’s atten-
tion to many of the misfit cats, such as those who were injured or disabled,
as Denise’s inner monologue repeats, “It’s necessary. No time for weakness.
.. . It’s necessary. . . . It’s necessary” (2019: 361). Despite Denise’s grief, she
consoles herself and the attending vet by saying that euthanizing them is the
compassionate action. Yet as Hollander notes in her analysis of the overtly
eugenic Dear Enemy (1915), misplaced compassion is often a means to justify
eugenics as they “consign many to the grave as an act of mercy” (2018: 137).

While the cats’ deaths are more of a cull of animals than an example of
human gene selection, the thematic links between Denise and the cats she
loves carry undercurrents of eugenics. Cats with disabilities and behav-
ioral issues typically proved the hardest to place: “[P]eople don't see them
as worth the trouble when there are healthy cats to take” (Duyvis 2019: 74).
The experiences of these cats echo Denise’s struggles to find belonging as
an interracial autistic girl with perceived behavioral issues. To further link
the eugenics subthemes, Denise briefly discusses the practice of breeding
for desired traits: “I'm against breeding, there are so many great cats already
out there, and I really don't like that theyre involving wild animals—but
it’s interesting” (2019: 101). Breeding is a eugenic sentiment and, while one
step removed from humans in this instance, there remains a simultaneous
distaste yet fascination with the practice. Perhaps the most dangerous thing
about eugenics is this fascination with genetics, but this can quickly become
problematic and genocidal.

The cats were euthanized because they were no longer deemed useful
animals, which provokes the question of whether Denise may face the same
fate. As Denise says, “I'm good with cats, but that’s not exactly useful” (Duyvis
2019: 74). In the survival genre, it is assumed only the strongest, most useful,
will survive. In his chapter on survival, work, and plague, Theodore Mar-
tin posits that the contemporary postapocalyptic novel is concerned with
the monotony of work. While I would argue young adult dystopias reject
monotony in favor of action, Martin notes that the “secretly entwined logics
of survival and work afford us a glimpse not of a postcapitalist future but
of a contemporary moment shaped by constant yet precarious labor” (2017:
162). Our future is, in many ways, a mirror of our present: the precariousness
of employment that plagues young generations within our contemporary
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neocapitalist world. Neocapitalism naturally derives from its capitalist ori-
gins, and Hollander observes, in the eugenic children’s literature of the early
twentieth century, that “human worth becomes intrinsically tied to the indi-
vidual’s facility to participate in the workforce—a hierarchy in which the
able-bodied are designated as the deserving” (Hollander 2018: 129). Work, as
measured by capitalistic output, is inherently eugenic: if an individual can-
not contribute to society, they are considered lacking—a sentiment likewise
shared by the medical model of disability. If the survival genre is “a counter-
intuitive form of futurity, [where] survival is desperate for the mere continu-
ation of the present” (Martin 2017: 161), then the neurodiversity paradigm
seeks to disrupt this form of futurity and, in turn, disrupt eugenic ideals of
“survival of the fittest.”

Neurodiversity is a reaction against the medical model of disability and the
eugenics it spawned from. It asserts that “[t]here is no ‘normal or ‘right’ style of
human mind, any more than there is one ‘normal or ‘right’ ethnicity, gender, or
culture” (Walker 2021: 15) and that neurodiversity is a type of biodiversity, part
of natural human variance (Armstrong 2012; McGee 2012). The neurodiversity
paradigm encompasses autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, bipolar disorder,
depression, and epilepsy, among other neurominorities, and “acknowledg|es]
neurological difference does not imply that all difference is good in itself, or
that human traits associated with neurodivergence are always desirable, but
it accepts that there are ‘good’ and ‘not so good’ traits in all human beings”
(Bertilsdotter et al. 2020: 7). Micki McGee argues that “the emergence of the
term neurodiversity, and the activism that produced it, may be a symptom of
our failure to come up with a theory of personhood that doesn’t rest on the
faulty premises of individual equality and rational agency, and that doesnt
privilege the reasonable, the sociable, and the productive” (2012: 13).

Activist Janine Booth describes these troubles for autistics in particular
as they are excluded and disadvantaged in the contemporary workplace.
Her monograph Autism Equality in the Workplace: Removing Barriers and
Challenging Discrimination outlines various ways in which autistics are dis-
advantaged, including subpar education from delayed diagnosis; overreliance
on interviews, verbal communication skills, and teamwork; environments
that do not account for sensory issues; and inflexible time management,
atop generalized discrimination among coworkers and lack of job security
(2016). Duyvis outlines how Denise struggles with many of these, includ-
ing her late autism diagnosis, as she was written off to be “[jJust another
maladjusted Black girl from the Bijlmer” (2019: 60, emphasis original); her
struggles with eye contact (2019: 232) and interacting with strangers (2019:
346); and her occasional nonverbal lapses and sensory issues (2019: 409).
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While these neurodivergent traits make it challenging to find employment
in the contemporary world, this struggle is heightened in the apocalypse.

While social order has basically collapsed postimpact event, power
delineations between the working and management classes have become
more apparent as Captain Van Zand effectively runs a dictatorship (pun not
intended) onboard the Nassau. Yet this dictatorship promotes and rewards
child agency as opposed to depicting children as “vulnerable and dependent
on adult power and protection” (Christensen 2021: 13). Children are expected
to be as active in contributing to the ship as the adults, perhaps taking Marah
Gubar’s “kinship model” (2013) one step further to create an “equality model”
(also see Christensen’s discussion of “relational agency,” above). Age and life
experience take a back seat to usefulness. However, while Denise, as a child,
may not be discriminated against, concepts of “useful” and “desired traits”
become eugenic within the life-or-death situation. “Usefulness” is troubled
not by Denise’s age but by her autism. Denise is not the stereotypical super-
crip: she does not possess unnatural talents or intellect that legitimize or
offset her other autistic traits. While it is usual practice within capitalism
for the managerial class to “traw[l] the neurodiverse sector for ‘talented’
neurodiverse individuals” (Adam-Bagley 2022: 123), Denise is “not into literal
rocket science” (Duyvis 2019: 67) like her friend Max.

Yet her autism is not the overtly limiting factor. Critics have noted the
idealistic nature of Duyvis’s novel. Sarah Frisch writes that “in the future that
Duyvis creates, it is as if the medical model of disability had been rendered
all but extinct” (Frisch 2019: 115). Frisch’s statement is true to an extent. While
there are moments of shock and ideological reorientation when her autism is
revealed to other characters, Denise is never explicitly discriminated against
because she is autistic; she is allowed the same opportunities to prove herself
as everyone else. The Nassau even comprises various abilities, including
an engineer who is a wheelchair user and another autistic doctor (Duyvis
2019: 275, 282). As Sanne, one of her peers and a homeless teenager who was
adopted into the crew, claims, “The Nassau doesn’t give a damn as long as
you contribute” (2019: 275).

Denise recognizes the truth in Sanne’s statement, finding the environment
on the Nassau better than any previous experience she had in school (2019:
283). However, it is the idea of contributing, of being useful to society, that holds
onto vestiges of the medical model and its eugenic mindset—not just with
Denise’s disabled identity, but across other intersections. For example, Denise’s
sister Iris, despite her youth, is of limited use to a generational ship as she can
no longer reproduce as a transwoman (2019: 248). Despite the comparatively
welcoming neurodiverse community, the future portrayed in Duyvis’s novel still
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fights against the eugenic mindset of survival: the Nassau “judged the appli-
cants’ skills, age, health, number of dependents, all that, and made selections”
(Duyvis 2019: 73). Ultimately, there remains a “useful” type of neurodivergence.

While initially Denise does not have any “useful” skills, she performs sig-
nificantly better than her neurotypical peers would assume, breaking stereo-
types of what an autistic girl is capable of. Her single-minded focus enables
her to venture outside of the ship to retrieve lost supplies while looking for
her sister and saves many lives from a sudden tsunami (2019: 144). An injury
she sustains even becomes a point of pride: “It’s proof: I went out there. I
can do more than read about cats” (2019: 246, emphasis original). She finds
a job organizing announcement information onboard, in which she excels
(2019: 287). In each instance, Denise fights against the assumptions that she
is unable to accomplish these tasks, assumptions epitomized by Captain Van
Zand’s brother: “She’s just being difficult. Have you ever seen an autistic kid?
Trust me, they’re not the kind to take water scooters into the city like she
did” (2019: 316, emphasis original). Despite Captain Van Zand’s brother, the
generally neurodiverse environment allowed Denise to prove her “usefulness”
and disprove the assumptions rooted in eugenics.

Yet while Denise proves useful enough to stay aboard the ship—and the
ship proves a more welcoming environment to Denise than school ever
was—Denise is an exception rather than the rule. There remains a silent
population that is unable to work:

“That wouldn’t be fair to the other passengers. It’s not about you being
autistic—you’ve seen Dr. Meijer. We treat everyone equally. And every-
one works.” She [Els] looks to Leyla as if for help.

“Everyone who can” I back away. “Tll talk to the captain myself”
(2019: 450, emphasis original)

In light of this injustice, Denise becomes an activist for everyone, no matter
how “useful” they may be. Denise, alongside Max and Iris, starts a campaign
among the crew to demand of the captain that they stay on Earth to help
those left behind as “the people on the planet are part of that future” (2019:
436, emphasis original). Their campaign ultimately results in a governing shift:
“I enjoyed my benevolent Van Zand dictatorship for those few weeks. But I
guess were a democracy now” (2019: 444). Mixing the neurodiverse inclusivity
of the Nassau in addition to the newfound democracy creates what Michael
Bérubé calls “meaningful democracy in which all citizens participate” (2003:
56). A true democracy must account for all voices, even those that might
otherwise be considered not fully-able, and Denise pushes for a democracy
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that accounts not just for those dubbed “useful” but for everyone. While the
Nassau was relatively welcoming to disabled bodyminds before, democracy
improves their situation and the situation for all left without a spot on the ship.
Bérubé ends his article “Citizenship and Disability” with the sentiment that
the betterment of disabled individuals leads to the betterment of all humanity:

[A] capacious and supple sense of what is to be human is better than
a narrow and partial sense of what it is to be human, and the more
participants we as a society can incorporate into the deliberation of
what it means to be human, the greater the chances that that delib-
eration will in fact be transformative in such a way as to enhance our
collective capacities to recognize each other as humans entitled to
human dignity. (2003: 56)

As similar sentiments are evoked in Herzog’s notion to unlearn eugenics
through the betterment of disabled lives (2018: 12), texts like On the Edge
of Gone champion disabled citizenship as necessary for the betterment of
humanity. As Kit Kavanagh-Ryan states in her article “Who Gets to Survive
the Apocalypse?”: “The most important part about . . . Duyvis's protagonist,
Denise, is that [she] exist[s]. [She] exists, even when parts of [her] world
fear [her] or find [her] expendable” (2022: 19). Denise’s activism enables
neurodiversity to triumph over “survival of the fittest” and for hope of a
better future even in the apocalypse.

While On the Edge of Gone does not discuss eugenic legacies as overtly
as The Nest, these legacies still haunt the speculative future. Although the
Nassau is presented as a generally inclusive, neurodiverse environment, one
is only allowed aboard if they are considered “useful” enough to earn their
place. But as Iris tells Denise, “Whether someone is useful only matters if
you value people by their use” (Duyvis 2019: 447). Inclusivity cannot be a
privilege only for those lucky enough to be considered “useful” and win the
lottery to board the Nassau. Inclusivity must be policed by its abled and dis-
abled citizens, and true democracy must be demanded so people are not—in
some cases literally—left behind. On the Edge of Gone illustrates how, even in
the apocalypse, we need not resort to the “survival of the fittest” to survive.

RESISTING EUGENIC LEGACIES

Legacies of eugenics persist within children’s literature as they do within con-
temporary society. Down to the cores of capitalism and the Western world,
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there remains the emphasis that one must be “useful” to be worthy of citizen-
ship. As the wasp queen vocalizes, “[W]e want a good orderly society. That’s
why we make our babies so perfect. Only a perfect baby can make a perfect
society” (Oppel 2015: 180). The queen epitomizes the neoliberalist construc-
tion of our world as it affects those with disabilities—one must be productive,
orderly, to be worthy. But as Steve cuts down the wasp queen, Denise finds
environments such as the Nassau where “[she] can thrive” (Duyvis 2019: 284,
emphasis original) as an autistic and advocate for the betterment and survival
of all, no matter their “usefulness” Neither book presents a traditional happy
ending wherein the disability present is fixed, cured, or ameliorated, resist-
ing Leonard Davis’s “sense of ending” that carries with it eugenic principles
of elimination (1995: 49). What we see in twenty-first-century novels are a
resistance to eugenic “happy endings,” a deliberate changing of the narrative,
and an aspiration for a better, truly inclusive future.

As eugenics is a part of disability history, overt and subliminal themes
of our eugenic past can be read in texts featuring disabled characters. The
Nest and On the Edge of Gone are only two such examples of contemporary
children’s texts that resist eugenic legacies. They illustrate a spectrum of how
this resistance and child activism for disability rights and citizenship may
be presented within texts across age categories. By positioning their child
protagonists as champions for disabled citizenship—advocating for their
right to life—they work toward the process of unlearning eugenics.

NOTE

1. There are ongoing conversations about the preferred use of identity-first—“T am au-
tistic’—or person-first—“I am a person with autism”—language (Dunn & Andrews 2015;
Lenny Letter 2018; Sinclair 1999). The NCDJ and APA Style guides suggest that both are
accepted by the autism community and that it is a matter of personal identity (APA Style
n.d.;; NCDJ Style Guide 2018). As Denise uses identity-first language to describe herself—
“I'm autistic” (Duyvis 2019: 59)—I will do the same in this chapter.
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Chapter 6

FROM AGEISM TO AGENCY
Generation Z Authors as Inevitable Activists

JILL COSTE

In the September 1944 inaugural issue of Seventeen magazine, a periodical
aimed at the growing teenage market in mid-twentieth-century United States,
editor-in-chief Helen Valentine addressed her teen readers as future citizens
of the world: “Youre going to have to run this show, so the sooner you start
thinking about it, the better” (1944: 33). Her edict appears in a column that
welcomes readers and invites them to share their interests, their perspec-
tives, their voices. Indeed, Seventeen magazine was an early proponent of
teenage citizenship, seemingly recognizing the importance of civic engage-
ment, expecting agency of its readers, and even acknowledging the failings of
adults. Another editorial in April 1945, in fact, outright condemned the state
of the world: “We expect you to run this world a lot more sensibly than we
have. No group of adults who have created a civilization which is blackened
by a world war can claim to have done a good job” (Valentine 1945).

These examples from an early piece of teenage-focused media show the
troubled relationship between adults and adolescents wherein adults rec-
ognize where they’ve fallen short and yet still expect teens to follow their
instructions. But we can also look at that troubled relationship another way
because the editorial’s acknowledgment is an interesting reversal of Maria
Nikolajeva’s theory of aetonormativity, where the child is othered, protected
(presumably) for their own good until they traverse normative development
into being an adult. If the adult is the norm and the adult is admitting that
the norm is bad, then the adult is acknowledging that young people’s agency
to create change is worthy and powerful. This tension between wanting con-
trol over adolescents and wanting them to change our world for the better is
an important conversation in children’s and young adult literature studies,
especially as young adult literature increasingly shows young readers the
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potential for a better world. Indeed, such literature also evokes Clementine
Beauvais’s theory of “the mighty child,” the child who is powerful because of
what they might do, whose relationship with the authoritative adult is com-
plicated by the way that very adult is “necessarily aware of, and deferential
to, an assumed child power that the adult obviously lacks” (2015: 4). While
Beauvais’s study focuses on childhood and not adolescence, which she sees
as “belonging to a different kind of temporal otherness” (2015: 9), her ideas
are especially resonant for YA literature when we think about how frequently
this genre represents youth navigating their agency—or their ability to have
an impact on the world. Like Elizabeth Leach Leung in part I of this volume,
I view citizenship as an essential human right to participate in one’s society.
However, I extend my definition of “teenage citizenship” here to include
an engagement with political matters and a growing understanding of the
governmental processes that affect individual rights and societal norms.
Young adult literature is a powerful space for studying the way young
people can resist and change the world adults have made for adolescents. In
her April 2022 keynote talk for the Young Adult Studies Association Seminar
Series on YA Studies Around the World, Kelly Gardiner boldly claimed that
“young people can change the world, or perhaps even save it” Gardiner’s
keynote addressed the way YA literature is “full of those who will refuse and
resist,” “magnificent monsters” who challenge the status quo (2022). And
while not all YA is radical in the sense of fomenting revolution, it’s often
tull of radical possibilities, and it raises the question of what “radical” even
is—perhaps, as Gardiner notes, reading about someone who is just like you
(and not usually represented on the page) is a radical act, as such identifica-
tion can create spaces of community that can agitate for social change.
Young adult literature has not always been such a place for radicalism,
though. Power dynamics and teenage agency have long been central to the
scholarship of young adult literature. When Roberta Seelinger Trites argued
that “the YA novel teaches adolescents how to exist within the (capitalistically
bound) institutions that necessarily define teenagers’ existence” (2000: 19) in
Disturbing the Universe: Power and Repression in Adolescent Literature, she
defined an approach to studying power in young adult novels that allows
readers to find and critique the institutional power that shapes adolescents’
lives. Scholarship since then has continued to point out where adolescents
gain power and where they lose it, sharing similar themes across genres.
Recently, Malin Alkestrand demonstrated how much power fluctuates in
her study of contemporary American and Swedish dystopian young adult
literature, using motifs of adolescent killers and adolescent mothers to show
how adult control of young people is exaggerated in dystopian literature
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in ways that reflect realistic concerns. Jeremy Johnston has shown how YA
literature provides “insights into how neoliberal capitalism shapes society,
individuals, and the expectations placed upon adolescents as people pre-
paring for both the labor market and a world generally governed by neo-
liberal ideology;” illustrating the way that YA literature cannot help but be
enmeshed with capitalist structures even when it resists them (2022). And
numerous scholars—such as Jacqueline Rose (1984), Trites (2000), Beverly
Lyon Clark (2003), Perry Nodelman (2008), Nikolajeva (2010), and Vanessa
Joosen (2018), among others—have examined the presence and influence of
adult norms in children’s and YA literature. How much can teen protagonists
fight the system when the system is designed to keep them in it?

That said, contemporary young adult texts frequently offer overt acknowl-
edgments of the unjust and oppressive systems that deserve interrogation,
and this narrative move can have a profound effect on Generation Z readers
(those born between 1997 and 2012), a cohort who are coming of age in a
digital world that readily exposes them to cultural and ideological conver-
sations and demands literacy within those conversations. During a time
where conservative calls for banned books increase at a disturbing pace in
the United States, Generation Z readers are growing up in a world where
vociferous conversations about progress are happening and where the texts
that represent them can support radical thoughts and, ideally, incite radi-
cal change. And when it is Generation Z writers—those who were recently
teenagers themselves—integrating these discussions into their books, they
offer even more of a challenge to adult normativity.

Indeed, in this essay, I argue that Generation Z writers and their approach
to young adult literature are one example of how YA literature can move
away from reinforcing systems of power. By looking at writers who began
their work as teens and whose novels address social concerns that push
back on hegemonic norms, I will show how these young writers challenge
aetonormativity and prove their might by prioritizing and amplifying the
conversations that can help change our world for the better. Looking at texts
by Generation Z writers reveals examples of social justice, agency, and diverse
cultural representation, speaking to contemporary young audiences who are
increasingly aware of these conversations about identity and the systems that
shape our lives and norms.

Young adult literature, of course, has a history of addressing social issues
that matter to young people—teenager S. E. Hinton, for example, wrote The
Outsiders (1967) because she “wanted something realistic to be written about
teenagers . . . something that dealt with what [she] saw kids really doing”
(2012: 186). But while The Outsiders was an early precursor to what would
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become known as “the problem novel” in young adult literature, more con-
temporary texts clamor for social justice and draw attention to larger sys-
temic problems, not just an individual’s journey through personal distress.
Indeed, today’s Generation Z readers grew up alongside an explosion of
dystopian literature that showed them the trauma of oppression. In a study of
Generation Z readers who grew up with dystopian literature, Aysha Jerald—
herself a college student—found that many of the participants in her study
were thinking about social justice as a result of their exposure to dystopian
literature. More importantly, these readers were thinking about their own
roles as society’s next generation. “I feel like it’s my responsibility to try and
fight for better circumstances for other people,” one participant said. “And I
feel like, as a younger generation, we can’t just accept that the older genera-
tion knows everything, or that they know what’s best. We have to accept
that they’ve made mistakes, and we might have to fix them” (in Jerald 2020:
87). And as Hannah Testa, a teenage climate justice activist who founded
a nonprofit called Hannah 4 Change when she was fifteen, explains, “Our
generation is a fresh set of eyes on the societal standards and normalities
that previous generations are accustomed to. Our generation can ask, ‘Why
do we do this that way?” We can find intersectionalities and use our creativity
to lead an interdisciplinary movement” (Jensen 2022: 56). Thus, members of
Generation Z have been primed for revolutionary perspectives because of the
state of the world in which they’ve grown up; they know the social ills that
define us, and they want to see change in the systems that have long prevailed.

Several recent debut Generation Z authors show these efforts in their nov-
els across genres and countries, and many of them were writing to their peers
and securing book deals before they had even graduated from university.
Moreover, these writers frequently offer books that feature diverse characters
and normalize cultural representation that counters the historically white
YA landscape. Some of these authors include Christina Li, a middle-grade
author who published her first book while an economics major at Stanford
University; Tashie Bhuiyan, a recent college grad whose YA romances feature
Bangladeshi American characters; Ananya Devarajan, who wrote a novel
highlighting her South Asian heritage while an undergraduate at University
of California, Irvine; and Racquel Marie, whose YA fiction prioritizes queer-
ness and mixed-race identity. Other authors, like Chloe Gong, a Chinese New
Zealander whose debut novel explored political power struggles in 1920s
Shanghai, and Faridah Abiké-Iyimidé, a British Nigerian writer whose work
critiques white privilege, add to this cadre of culturally rich and thoughtful
authors who are tackling race, imperialism, and oppressive power structures
in their work.
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Moreover, Gong and Abiké-Tyimidé have publicly addressed the age dis-
crimination they’ve faced as young writers in the publishing industry and
Anglophone culture at large that says young people are too inexperienced
to present anything of worth. In a podcast where Abiké-Iyimidé interviews
Gong, Gong points out that people are generally respectful of older peo-
ple but feel completely comfortable proclaiming, “[Y]eah, teenagers suck!”
(Abiké-Iyimidé 2020: 23:51)." Gong has been thorough in critiquing the
assumptions that shroud her success, writing lengthy posts on her personal
blog, addressing ageism in interviews, and speaking with Abiké-Iyimidé
candidly about her experience.

Gong posits an interesting theory in a blog post about people’s tenden-
cies to want to diminish the accomplishments of young writers. She says,
“From what I've observed . . . it's a gut-reaction, a very human protective
mechanism. ‘If this person is finishing a book at 20, what the hell was I
doing? Shit, that feels bad. Oh, that feels weird. No—there must be something
wrong here” (2022). Gong’s idea makes sense: certainly, it’s human nature
(or maybe capitalist nature, where were measured by our productivity) to
evaluate the successes of someone younger and wonder whether our own
accomplishments measure up. But it also reflects the ever-present urge to
consider children and young adults as other, as less-than, because “they can't
possibly know as much as adults” Indeed, Gong’s comments bring to mind
the notion of “childism” as Joosen explores it in her book Adulthood in Chil-
dren’s Literature. With psychotherapist Elisabeth Young-Bruehl's definition of
childism as her basis, Joosen demonstrates “the disdainful adult” in children’s
literature. Joosen explains, though, that childism is more than just disdain
and that “[c]hildist adults, in Young-Bruehls view, put their own well-being
first, rather than the child’s best interest, often because they are on some level
immature or frustrated themselves” (2018: 125, emphasis mine). This idea of
frustration connects back to Gong’s observation of an adult “feeling bad,”
suggesting that the tendency Gong has encountered of older adults to dismiss
her work has some roots in a childist impulse.

Joosen brings “childism” as defined this way into the children’s literature
scholarship that has long addressed the inclination of adults to disregard
young people. As Clark points out in Kiddie Lit, adults should “think about
what it means when we use metaphors of immaturity to devalue something,”
pushing us to question our cultural tendency to infantilize childhood (2003:
4). This tendency to minimize the contributions of youth is accompanied
by an inherent adult power—financial, legal, and cultural—that is reflected
in children’s literature’s ability to “educate, socialize and oppress a particular
social group” (Nikolajeva 2010: 8). As Nikolajeva and others have theorized,
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this imbalance between adults and children is evident in literature for young
people, which has historically aimed to acculturate young people into adult
norms. Aetonormativity, or normalization of the adult and otherization of
the child, exemplifies adult power.

As Beauvais notes, the child’s “might” can disrupt this aetonormativity,
but it’s also part of an inherent “tension of powers . . . between the authori-
tative adult and its desired addressee, the mighty child” (2015: 3). When the
author and addressee are closer in age, however, that adult-child dynamic
is disrupted further. Texts written by Generation Z authors for Generation
Z readers become ways for young people to communicate with each other,
and the texts are shadowed not by a hidden adult a la Nodelman (2008) with
acculturation aims but perhaps by a disdainful adult who wants to minimize
the accomplishments of these young authors. Indeed, in America especially, it
may be fair to say there is a contingent of adults who do not want a nineteen-
year-old debut author to have anything of substance to say because what she
says might be damning. She might call out the rusty and antiquated modes of
thinking that continue to exalt oppressive power structures, white supremacy,
capitalism, and settler colonialism. A Generation Z writer’s story might use
allegory to illuminate the very real racism that undergirds everyday Ameri-
can life—and that story might become a bestseller.

This is, in fact, the case with both Gong and Abiké-Iyimidés work. Both
are writers whose debut novels have received a great deal of attention and
spent many weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. Gong’s These Violent
Delights, a Romeo and Juliet retelling, envisions rival gangs in 1926 Shang-
hai. By integrating the systemic injustices of colonialism with the retelling
of a classic, Gong demonstrates the power and potential of young adult
literature to speak to cultural issues. Similarly, Abiké—fyimidé’s novel, Ace
of Spades, critiques the privilege of whiteness and wealth at private schools
in America, presenting a thriller that offers chilling commentary on racial
power dynamics.

Both Gong and Abiké-Iyimidé wrote the drafts of their debut novels when
they were nineteen, and each received publishing deals from major New York
houses while attending university. Through crafting provocative YA texts
that offer fictional entrées into social (in)justice, Gong and Abiké-Iyimidé
engage in their own sort of activism. As teenage writers who were not far
removed from their target audience when they wrote their debuts, Gong
and Abiké-Tyimidé can speak directly to the needs and interests of modern
teenagers. Generation Z writers such as these are possibly best poised to
address contemporary cultural issues. If “the child and adult are symboli-
cally set apart by their belonging to different temporalities” (Beauvais 2015:
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4), then the shared temporality of Generation Z writers and readers shows
a shared possibility for agency and brings to mind the kind of relational
agency that Nina Christensen outlines in her chapter in this essay collection.
YA literature itself becomes a space of agency, and the relationships that
authors and adolescents have with it, and with each other, shape their own
understanding of how to participate in social change. In these YA texts, gone
is the adult wish for a better future that theyre deferring to the child who
might change the world, and in its place is a peer-to-peer call to action, or
at least acknowledgment. Moreover, the very success of these authors both
repudiates those who would say teenage writers shouldn’t get published and
shows how much conversations about social justice resonate with young
readers. While this essay focuses largely on Gong and Abiké-Iyimidés novels
as case studies, it also addresses another Gen Z writer whose work shows
how readers may interact with these texts, bringing their own understand-
ings of diverse perspectives to the conversation. These stories openly criticize
systemic injustice and invite readers to identify with characters who work
to dismantle it, and they also create space for cultural conversations about
how to do so.

Abiké-Iyimidé’s Ace of Spades, in particular, is a brutal critique of power
and privilege. Ace of Spades is not subtle—and that’s the point. As a college
student in Scotland, Abiké-Iyimidé was inspired to write her novel based on
her own experiences with microaggressions and being a person of color in a
sea of white faces. Having grown up in South London, Abiké-Iyimidé says she
“never really understood what it meant to be the only Black face in a white
space and what that comes with” (2022). But in her college town, she would
“go days without seeing people of colour” (2022). She started watching the
TV show Gossip Girl and was inspired to write something that combined
the hierarchies and backstabbings of the show with the “microaggressions
and the institutional racism [she] was constantly facing at university” (2022).

The result is Ace of Spades, a book that follows two students, Chiamaka
and Devon, at Niveus Private Academy as they navigate the beginning of
their senior year and their plans and hopes for the future. It's not a coinci-
dence that the school’s name is the Latin form of “niveous,” meaning “resem-
bling snow (as in whiteness)” (Merriam-Webster)—Devon and Chiamaka
are the only Black students in their school. Chiamaka is a quintessential
mean girl who has become the queen bee of her school by treating others
like theyre beneath her. As a wealthy student, she has monetary privilege.
But her Blackness diminishes her privilege, and she tries to minimize her
race by straightening her natural hair and dressing to fit in with white girls.
Devon is far less popular than Chiamaka. A scholarship kid, Devon dabbles
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in drug dealing to help offset the living expenses his single mother can’t meet.
Devon is a musician who dreams of going to Juilliard, and he has a (seem-
ingly) supportive white teacher who gives him leeway to practice his work.
Within the system of privilege at their school, Devon and Chiamaka work to
achieve the kind of success that comes quickly to their white fellow students.

Soon after the start of the school year, all students start receiving text
messages from the mysterious Aces, texts that out Devon as gay and paint
Chiamaka as a liar and a thief. It’s clear early on that these texts are targeting
only Devon and Chiamaka and are, in fact, a racially motivated attack. As
students who have worked incredibly hard to stay in this private school for
its cachet and presumable support of their elite college aspirations, Devon
and Chiamaka are reluctant to view the insidious messages as targeting them
because theyre Black. Another character, Terrell, a friend of Devon’s who
doesn’t attend Niveus, bluntly points out that it’s racism, even if it seems like
their white friends are open-minded:

Racism is a spectrum and they [white people] all participate in it in
some way. They don't all have white hoods or call us mean things; I
know that. But racism isn't just about that—it’s not about being nice
or mean. Or good versus bad. It’s bigger than that. We're all in this
bubble being affected by the past. The moment they decided they got
to be white and have all the power and we got to be Black and be at
the bottom, everything changed. (Abiké-Iyimidé 2021: 166)

Terrell's comment that “we’re in this bubble being affected by the past”
speaks to racism’s role in the foundation of America—this is a country that
is defined by its history of slavery. “In America,” as Ta-Nehisi Coates writes,
“it is tradition to destroy the black body—it is heritage” (2015: 103). I want to
acknowledge that I'm talking about America, but Abiké-Iyimidé purposely
makes her setting vague—it could be any city in America; it could almost
be any country where white privilege holds power over historically mar-
ginalized communities. As a British Nigerian author, Abiké-Iyimidé brings
a global perspective to her work, but she also creates a story that illustrates
the power dynamics that are especially prevalent in the United States. She
captures the seething pervasiveness of racism in white people and draws a
sinister environment where Black people are not meant to succeed.

And she makes it not only overt but fully institutional. Abiké-Tyimidé
reveals that every student, every teacher, every head of administration at
Niveus Private Academy is in on a scheme to ostracize, condemn, and ruin
the futures of Chiamaka and Devon because they are Black. For over fifty
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years, the school has strategically admitted two Black students every ten
years with the express purpose of ruining their lives and “putting them in
their place”

In their dark moments, as Chiamaka and Devon reckon with this hor-
rible truth, they are discouraged to the point of giving up, feeling broken by
a system designed to oppress them. Chiamaka notes that “[n]o matter what
I do, no matter how much I'iron down the hair that springs from my scalp,
or work as hard as I can, I'm always going to be other to them. Not good
enough for this place I've tried to call home all my life” (Abiké-Iyimidé 2021
315). Devon thinks, “Boys like me don’t get happy endings. The stories I was
fed about working hard and being able to achieve anything. . .. That’s all they
are, stories. Lies. Dangerous dreams” (2021: 338). Their thoughts illuminate
the ways that systemic oppression makes impossible the American Dream,
as white supremacy always wants to marginalize and subjugate.

But Abiké-Tyimidé injects hope into this gothic story by way of a cleans-
ing fire: at the end of the book, the school burns down. One of the most
hideous white characters dies, among others. And Chiamaka and Devon
receive support from a tweet Devon posts that goes viral, demonstrating both
the way that twenty-first-century activism—Generation Z activism—gains
traction and the way one person’s agency can be intertwined with others.
The epilogue of the novel sees Devon and Chiamaka successful in the future,
now the founders of the Ruby Bridges Academy, which actively seeks out
students of color and offers them a private school experience built on a desire
to “tackle the systemic inequality in schools across the country” (2021: 410).
The school’s name evokes the story of a well-known mighty child, Ruby
Bridges, who became the first Black student to attend the newly desegregated
William Frantz Elementary School in Louisiana in 1960. Such a reference
underscores the realized potential of Devon and Chiamaka to fight against
systemic racism and Abiké-Iyimidés belief in that potential.

Abiké-Tyimidé further articulates her hope for the power of YA literature
in her author’s note at the end of the book. She shares that “[w]riting this
book was like a form of self-therapy, and I hope that it is the same for Black
people that pick this book up” (2021: 419). As a bestselling novel, Ace of
Spades reflects a young audience’s desire not only for therapeutic experiences
but also for work that prompts readers to think deeply about intersectional
privileges and oppression.

Chloe Gong’s These Violent Delights is very different in tone, setting, and
writing style from Ace of Spades, but it’s equally condemning of systemic
injustice. Unlike Ace of Spades’ purposefully vague setting, These Violent
Delights very specifically situates its story in 1920s Shanghai, a setting where
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a Chinese city was roiling and grasping for autonomy under French, Brit-
ish, and American influences and grappling with gangster rule. Gong has
explained that she was especially drawn to this setting for her Romeo and
Juliet retelling not only because her own family is from Shanghai but also
because of the way the gangsters’ presence invited the same kind of blood
feud that permeates Shakespeare’s famous play. Gong describes 1920s Shang-
hai as a “lawless city on the brink of civil war and revolution having under-
gone so much imperialism and [experiencing] colonialism’s effects” (2022),
making it an unstable place saturated with hybrid identities.

Exploring that hybrid identity in These Violent Delights is Juliette, who is
Chinese by birth and American by education. Her explanation of being of
two worlds illustrates the contradictions inherent in both her life and her
culture. Early in her education in America, “[s]he would have rather been
an outcast than admit the blood in her veins was a product of the East”
(Gong 2020: 234). But as she grew older, she saw “the darkness behind the
glamour of the West. It was no longer so great to be a child constructed
with Western parts” (2020: 234). She sees that darkness in Shanghai, too,
with commentary that echoes Abiké-Iyimidés condemnation of systems of
white privilege and power. Juliette “thought it preposterous that her father
had to ask permission to run business on land their ancestors had lived and
died on from men who had simply docked their boat here and decided they
would like to be in charge now” (2020: 165). She sees British and American
men as those “who assumed they had the right to go wherever they wished
because the world had been built to favor their civilized etiquette” (2020: 23).
The author’s emphasis on “civilized,” of course, draws attention to the irony
of colonialism: barbaric behavior is allowed when the perpetrator is white.

Juliette’s love interest, Roma, who is the heir to a Russian gang and thus
an outsider in his own way, echoes these notions of colonialism. “These days,
Juliette,” he tells her, “the most dangerous people are the powerful white men
who feel as if they have been slighted” (2020: 166). This language, of course,
echoes the contemporary rhetoric surrounding so-called men’s rights groups,
and savvy readers will recognize Gongs critique. Indeed, Gong expects her
readers to be familiar with societal issues. When Roma posits running away
and says, “They have started calling America the land of dreams,” the narra-
tive response is sardonic:

A snort floats up into the clouds. . . . It is the only sound that epitomiz-
es the land in question, somehow both charming and terrible, both
dismissive and weighted down. The land of dreams. Where men and
women in white hoods roam the streets to murder Black folks. Where
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written laws prohibit the Chinese from stepping upon its shores.
Where immigrant children are separated from immigrant mothers
on Ellis Island, never to be seen again. Even the land of dreams needs
to wake up sometimes. (2020: 392)

This litany of unjust behavior serves as a reminder to readers that the Ameri-
can Dream is, in fact, a fiction. Moreover, that this narration occurs in a work
of historical fiction illustrates how contemporary Generation Z authors are
acutely aware of systemic injustice and are attempting to reframe history to
show this injustice more clearly.

Even the romance between Roma and Juliette demonstrates societal
problems. When the two were younger, they “believed that this divided city
could be sewn back together. She believed it when they sat under the velvet
night and looked out at the haze of lights in the distance, when Roma said
he would defy everything, everything, even the stars, to change their fate in
this city” (2020: 360). That Gong links a hope for a better city with Juliette
and Roma’s young love underscores the difficulty of big, sweeping societal
change. It links young love—an innocent and hopeful one—with believing
in structural change, underlining the naivete of such a belief.

As the characters grow out of their naivete, now rivals who must work
together several years later, Roma and Juliette encounter darkness and mys-
tery in Shanghai that further illuminate systemic problems. The horror of
These Violent Delights is made manifest through a monster that has been
unleashed on Shanghai, infesting its residents with tiny, burrowing bugs
that seize control of a human’s mind and force the person to tear out their
own throat. The resolution to this storyline offers a critique of classism and
oppression: a British merchant discovered in England the bug that would
mutate into the monster, and he brought it to Shanghai in order to kill Com-
munists so that capitalists could thrive. Earlier in the novel, when Roma’s
father suggests that the Communists may be behind the monster and its
madness, Roma wonders if it could “be a motive as simple as politics? Kill
the gangsters so there was no opposition. Infect the workers so they were
angry and desperate enough to buy into any revolutionary screaming in their
ear” (2020: 121). While it turns out that the reason is the reverse—that the
monster was meant to kill Communists—both reasons speak to the power
dynamics that are roiling in Shanghai’s culture, drawing readers’ attention to
the systems that shape a civilization. While Roma and Juliette cannot easily
fight the corruption within these systems, their attention to what they wish
Shanghai could be and their condemnation of destructive political tactics
reflects what Generation Z authors bring to their writing and to their readers:
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an awareness of and hope for a better world and an agency to engage with
social structures in a way that demands change.

Such engagement is not always overtly political, and the reception of
these YA texts can show us other ways that young readers are using their
agency. Because these Generation Z writers engage with social issues in
their writing, their work also draws attention to the way readers receive the
depiction of these social issues and bring to bear their own socially aware
critiques. I turn now, briefly, to Tashie Bhuiyan’s Counting Down with You
as an example of the way a text circulates among critical readers. Bhuiyan’s
novel is another text that centers on cultural representation from a Gen-
eration Z writer. Counting Down with You follows Karina, a Bangladeshi
American whose tensions with her overbearing parents are lessened when
those parents go to Bangladesh for a month. During that time, Karina can
more comfortably be who she wants to be—a future English major, not a
future pre-med student—and she falls for the school bad boy, Ace, whom
she is tutoring. Karina has an anxiety disorder that she manages by counting
down numbers, and her anxiety is heightened by her parents’ expectations
of her. I'll focus less on the text itself for Counting Down with You and more
on the circulation and reviews of this text and Bhuiyan’s response.

While Bhuiyan’s novel received positive reviews from publishing media
outlets and many rave reviews from readers on Goodreads, a popular book-
reviewing website, the novel—and by extension, Bhuiyan—has been critiqued
for its representation of the Muslim religion and Bangladeshi culture. One
reviewer on Goodreads, for example, notes they “really liked the anxiety rep.
but as a muslim, i was just too frustrated with the representation of islam.
a lot of times it felt like the lines between toxic cultural ideals and religion
were blurred” (razan 2021). Another reviewer points out that the book’s being
so heavily marketed as Bangladeshi Muslim representation was unfortunate
because “the book did nothing short of attacking both of those identities”
(Hamna 2022). Some responses critiqued the representation but were more
measured, such as this one that says, “I appreciate how it got me to think
about Muslim narratives in the diaspora as a whole” (Faatima 2022).

Bhuiyan is, in fact, a Bangladeshi American Muslim, and she tweeted in
response to some of this criticism. In a tweet on January 19, 2021, Bhuiyan
wrote, “if someone is writing based on their lived experiences, then you
don’t get to tell them that their experience is wrong, even if it doesn’t reflect
your experience or your understanding of that marginalizination [sic]. we
are not a monolith” (“Muslim”). She followed that tweet with several more
in a thread that addresses the problem of policing own voices. If, as Bhuiyan
writes, “I'm a Muslim woman writing my experience as a Muslim woman,



120 JILL COSTE

then that is not falling into a stereotype. I can only ever write my truth.do I
think all Muslim stories should get told? absolutely. should I have to censor
my own? no. it’s not my job to represent everyone” (“PSA”).

The response to Bhuiyan’s text shows the way Generation Z authors’ work
will be put under the microscope of social media, and responses from readers
are part of a larger cultural conversation about how young adults function in
a world where social justice conversations are easily accessible. These authors,
of course, are not perfect—they are humans navigating the publishing world
and social media and all their responsibilities as professional writers. Chloe
Gong has also been at the center of social media controversies, particularly
when she blurbed and gave a five-star Goodreads review to The Ones We
Burn by Rebecca Mix, which was critiqued for racism.? While social media
isn’t known for its nuance, it does serve as a way to record and assess con-
temporary cultural conversations. These writers and their books, then, evince
the powerful voices of young people to make themselves heard and present
issues of representation, hierarchy, and power in their work, but the cultural
conversations surrounding their novels also show that real readers will hold
them accountable for the influence their voices have. That these authors have
enough popularity to be critiqued on TikTok and Goodreads shows their
reach and influence, and by having agency as young writers telling stories
to young people, they can contribute to cultural shifts in publishing as well
as demonstrate the kinds of cultural conversations that show the depth of
thinking about social justice that contemporary young readers engage in.

Interestingly, though, the anger of these readers reflects the outrage that
simmers under the surface of Gong’s and Abiké-Iyimidé’s novels and even
Bhuiyan’s. I wonder if sensing the frustration with systemic injustice that
informs these novels may even heighten readers’ sense of the personal
connection each author had to her novel, if it reflects their own understanding
of a broken world. Gong has shared that in her research for These Violent
Delights, she immersed herself in imperialism and colonialism and felt a per-
sonal connection to, and frustration about, the story of her heritage. “It’s strange
to research your own ancestral history;’ Gong says, “and then feel a century-old
anger come to life” (2021). Abiké-Iyimidé notes that before she started her novel,
she started understanding more clearly that “the circumstances I grew up in
were no accident, but a system that was created to work against me” (2021: 416).

And these young women channeled their knowledge into writing—more
specifically, into writing for young readers. They speak out about the age-
ism they’ve faced in publishing, about their own feeling that, as women of
color, they had to work twice as hard for their unexpected success and the
responsibility that comes along with that. Foundational to their success are
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the heavy issues that they are tackling in their work. Their books are twenty-
first-century takes on the longstanding notion that children’s literature’s
purpose is “to amuse and instruct”—indeed, their work is didactic. Again, it’s
not a subtle critique of the power dynamics that leave others dead in their
wake. And when that didacticism is coming from a young writer herself, she’s
harnessing the power of literature to make young people literate in vitally
important cultural conversations that ultimately demand radical change.
Will that radical change come to fruition? I don’t know. Every time there’s
an attack on young people—whether a violent one of war or gun worshippers
or a noxious but unphysical attack like banning books with queer and other
marginalized perspectives—my faith is shaken. I wonder how anything will
be enough to change the tide. I wonder why adults have left young people
to fend for themselves, even as they purport to “protect them?” But my faith
in literature—children’s literature, young adult literature—is still there. Like
Meg Rosoff and Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak in part I of this volume, I want
to continue to believe that “care-full activism” will matter and that the stories
young people tell have the power to change us, and with us, the world.

NOTES

1. Between the time I started writing this essay and when I finished it, Abiké-Iyimidés
blog no longer has her podcasts available. It is still accessible via the Wayback Machine at
https://web.archive.org/web/20201004044612/https://www.faridahabikeiyimide.com
/the-write-type/2020/3/11/s2-e10-deadlines-while-on-deadline-navigating-publishing
-and-book-deals-as-an-undergrad-with-chloe-gong-author-of-these-violent-delights.

2.'m not entirely clear on the timeline as many of the reviews on Goodreads calling
out the representation are from a later date than Bhuiyan’s tweets. It’s clear she was getting
pushback on ARC reviews and other early reviews.

3. Having not read the book myself, I can’t speak to its representation, but it stirred up

a lot of negative reviews as well as strong defenses.
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Part I11

Childhood Ecologies and the
Agency to Act and Heal






Chapter 7

SHIFTING BOUNDARIES

Objects, Narratives, and Nonhuman Entities as a Means
Toward Agency in Narratives on Child Abuse and Neglect

DANIELA BROCKDORFF AND KATRIN DAUTEL

Trauma, narrated in its raw form through stories of abuse and neglect, chal-
lenges agentic paradigms of the child as powerful. As established throughout
this volume, citizenship does not exist in a vacuum but requires relational
conditions in order to thrive. When children are victims of abuse, can they
also be active citizens and, if so, what is the process they need to go through
to act against violence? In this chapter, we argue that family ecologies play a
crucial role in the empowerment or disempowerment of children as actively
contributing citizens in the wider sphere of society. Moreover, we continue
building on the argument that literature provides for engaging and powerful
examples of negotiations of agency serving as a tool, both for adults and chil-
dren, to explore different ways of asserting children’s rights in a community.

Domestic violence and abuse can have many forms: it can be physical,
psychological, or sexual, directed toward children and parents, or even con-
sisting of toxic relationships between partners or siblings. Not surprisingly,
however, classic examples of abuse in literature of the past centuries more
frequently deal with violence against women. One could mention, among
others, Anne Bronté’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) or Theodor Fontane’s
Effi Briest (1895). The most seminal example depicting domestic violence
toward children, however—the topic of this chapter—may be Euripides’s
play about the child murderess Medea, widely adapted in world literature
and theater even in contemporary times. Equally paradigmatic but not less
disturbing is Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955), in which Humbert, an English
teacher, marries a woman for the sole reason of staying closer to her daughter.
In Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), thirteen-year-old
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Finn escapes his abusive alcoholic father, whose violence initiates the boy’s
famous adventures.

Despite the many examples of domestic violence in Western literature,
scholars have noted that for a long time there has been a “critical silence”
on the abuse of children in literary criticism, which, in Ursula Mahlendorf’s
opinion, reflects “society’s denial of the abuse of children within the fam-
ily” (Mahlendorf 2000: 10). In fact, she further states that “the large critical
literature about abuse in schools proves that it is not abuse itself which is
psychologically intolerable for most of us but rather the abuse in the family,
the first and last secure haven of bourgeois ideology” (10). However, one
must acknowledge that in recent years, there has been considerable growth
in childrenss literature studies, or literature focused on a child’s perspective,
which has given more prominence to trauma in childhood (e.g., Lejkowski
2012; Markland 2013; Schonfelder 2013; Roy 2017; Ross 2020; Kertzer 2022).
Nevertheless, age-appropriate literature on domestic violence and its sub-
sequent trauma, together with literary criticism on it, remains somewhat
limited. While acknowledging the challenge of tackling this highly sensitive
topic, it is therefore of utmost importance that child abuse in literature is
given more attention, acknowledging children’s multifarious perspectives
on the matter and their traumatic experiences, which considerably impact
their contribution to society and their role as citizens.

Reviewing German and English literature since the end of World War II
and, more prominently, since the turn of the millennium, shows a seemingly
increasing amount of literary and filmic representations of domestic violence
against children. Andreas Zielcke writes that these narratives often have very
little in common, but they make the commonly known even more obvious,
that is “the mockery of any childhood idyll or adolescent harmony. Child-
hood is a murderous-difficult trial” (Zielcke 2010). While every narrative
about child abuse, both in childrens literature and in literature for adults, has
to be seen in its own sociopolitical and historical context, tying in with the
topic of this volume we will analyze two examples of contemporary British
and German literature dealing with child abuse, specifically focusing on the
aspect of agency within these narratives. Carrying out a close reading of the
novels The Bone Dragon (2013) by British writer Alexia Casale and Ich freue
mich, dass ich geboren bin (2016) by German author Birgit Vanderbeke, we
adopt a relational approach to argue that agency is a collective phenomenon,
negotiated in a complex assemblage of sociomaterial and corporeal aspects
embedded in the environment of the child (on corporeal aspects of citizen-
ship and adolescents’ relationship to their environment, see also Klomberg
in part IIT of this volume). In both literary works, the contact with objects,
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narratives, and nonhuman entities prompts an increased radius of move-
ment, affecting the children’s relationship with their setting. This is also done
through the imagination, transforming ordinary objects into tools of power.
Furthermore, it invites spatial and temporal journeys, both in the imagined as
well as in physical time and space. Therefore, in the narratives to be discussed,
it is evident that the place of trauma is one that needs to be confronted or
escaped from. Even though evasion and escape might be associated with a
lack of agency, the interaction with artifacts and, for example, fantastical
creatures and fictional characters prompting the relocation to other places,
can form an important part of children’s agentic complexes and their inter-
actions with their surroundings. Expanding the space available to them is a
crucial aspect of their journey toward empowerment and a more active role
in society. As Klomberg states, “[S]pace is often not self-evidently available to
adolescents and so, the way they experience their environment can impact
on their emerging sense of citizenship.”

The ability to creatively interact with objects and nonhuman entities is
an elemental part of the process that enables children and young adults to
negotiate their sense of self toward a means of empowerment and agency.
As Lambros Malafouris declares in “Creative Thinging: The Feeling of and for
Clay” (2014: 140), “Humans are organisms of a creative sort. We make new
things that scaffold the ecology of our minds, shape the boundaries of our
thinking and form new ways to engage and make sense of the world. That
is, we are creative ‘thingers”” Indeed, as will be discussed, we consider both
protagonists to be resourceful “creative ‘thingers,” moving across this fragile
territory as victims of abuse, equipping themselves with their own imagina-
tion to expand the confines of their thinking and thus to experiment with
different perspectives on their world in which they can be active citizens.

SOCIOMATERIAL ASPECTS OF AGENCY

Critics such as Marah Gubar (2016) and Richard Flynn (2016) have acknowl-
edged that attempting to clearly and objectively define “agency” and, espe-
cially, “child agency” often proves to be problematic. This is especially true
given that the ones attempting to define “child agency” are not children, or
more accurately, no longer children. One has to bear in mind, therefore, that
literary accounts of child agency are not only fictional but also based on
what adults believe or remember a child’s perspective could be. In her entry
on the topic in Keywords for Children’s Literature (2021), Nina Christensen
summarizes important aspects of the concept of child agency. As she states,
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only recently have sociologists shifted their focus onto the active participa-
tion of children in creating and shaping their own reality. Key factors in the
definition of agency comprise the children’s autonomy in their way of act-
ing, the capability to make their own choices, and the way they express and
voice ideas. The child’s historical, social, and cultural background, however, is
crucial in the analysis of agency, as the construction of “the child” as such can
lead to oversimplifications. In the context of literature, Christensen suggests
that a focus on child agency “provides an alternative to viewing the child as
vulnerable and dependent on adult power and protection” (13).

Furthermore, in Reimagining Childhood Studies (2018), Spyros Spyrou,
Rachel Rosen, and Daniel Thomas Cook foreground the need to reconcep-
tualize and reconsider the idea of the child to allow for “alternative ways of
knowing” in parallel to the concept of agency with its key role in childhood
studies (4). What is needed is a repositioning of “relationality as the core
focus of writing, conception, and research . . . to push past conceptualiz-
ing children in essentially monadic terms—i.e., as beings which have . . .
agency—and into realms where children and childhood can only fruitfully
be located by way of linkages with other human and non-human aspects
of the world” (6).

This relationality, therefore, goes beyond the mere relationship with other
persons but also comprises “objects, technologies, systems, epistemes, and
historical eras” (6). It requires reflections not only on what children are “but
how they affect and are affected in the event assemblages they find themselves
in” (8). Similarly, in his important article “Extending Agency, The Merit of
Relational Approaches for Childhood Studies” (2016), Eberhard Raithelhuber
discusses new directions in the context of research on children’s agency. He
advocates an extension toward an “understanding of agency as social and
collective” (90), referring to a selection of recent contributions (e.g., Sax
2006 and 2013; Schatzki 2010; Latour 2005; Holland et al. 1998), suggest-
ing and renegotiating a more relational concept. Since the “new childhood
paradigm” (James and Prout 1990) in the 1980s, approaches to agency have
conceptualized the paradigm within the agency/structure binary, proceeding
from the idea that childhood and children’s agency are socially constructed
and heavily influenced by their sociocultural context (Raithelhuber 2016:
90-91). This can have both enabling and detrimental effects on the agency
of children since “structural and socio-cultural conditions of childhood in
modern society block, handicap or distort this fundamental capacity” (91).
According to Raithelhuber, this conventional understanding of agency “joins
the line of dualisms that characterize Western, Eurocentric perceptions of the
world and about the world. It rests on fundamental divisions and oppositions,
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such as mind and body, individual and society, micro and macro, human
and non-human, and so on” (91) that have to be overcome. Moreover, the
conventional understanding is based on an individualistic, capacity-centered
approach to agency that was increasingly criticized by scholars during the
past decade, highlighting its simplistic view since it ignores relational and
collective aspects of agency as a result of a negotiation process with vari-
ous agents (91-92). Concepts of agency extending beyond the conventional
refer to the important aspect of relational complexity, which is a result of the
child’s environment and its various agents in an interplay of relationships
with humans and nonhuman entities.

Therefore, not only do peers and family contribute to the negotiation of
agency, but objects or spiritual experiences can also have mediating effects.
With reference to Alfred Gell’s seminal work on Art and Agency (1998),
Raithelhuber especially hints at the important role of unanimated things in
the complex network of “everyday practices and discourses in which humans
attribute agency” (96). In this context, the work of Tara Woodyer is also
significant. In her article on corporeal aspects in children’s everyday human
geographies (2008), she discusses the long-ignored sociomaterial component
and heterogeneous assemblages of links children are embedded in, especially
the physical, bodily experience of everyday life that forms an important part
of the composition of relational geographies. According to Woodyer, the
“haptic emerges at the interface between the subject and object, the human
and the non-human, offering an explicit account of relational configurations
at this primary juncture” (350). Thus, children’s play and physical contact
with nonhuman objects can have an impact on everyday life practices and
movements in social contexts. This, yet again, ties in with Malafouris and
his observations on “creative thinging, providing a fruitful and multilayered
perspective from which to observe a child in literature. This aspect will be
referred back to in the context of our analysis of the works by Casale and
Vanderbeke in the next part of this chapter.

This theoretical framework of agency calls for discussions on the rela-
tional complexity between the figure of the child in literature and their peers,
adults and the material world, the author creating the child on the page, and
the child or even adult reader. To further elaborate on the concept, children’s
agency as depicted in fiction about children is often influenced by external
forces in parallel with an innate impulse toward self-definition. Children
are, as Karen Sanchez-Eppler (2005) claims, individuals “inhabiting and
negotiating” (xv) discourses of agency, or else as Gubar conceptualizes it, as
“actors who are simultaneously scripted and scripting” (Gubar 2016: 297).
Yet keeping relationality in mind, one must not only reflect on the abused
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child in literature and their quest toward agency but also the scripting of the
abused child by the writer and reader of contemporary trauma literature, a
reflection that “demands of us decisions as to the theoretical and conceptual
resources we mobilize: What kind of child do we choose to bring into light?
What kinds of inclusions and what kinds of exclusions result from our choice?”
(Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 6). Thus, when one considers children and
young adults who are victims of abuse, their path toward such “inhabiting
and negotiating” is, inevitably, a more complex one, and their journey toward
agency and a more active citizenship is often fraught with internal battles
they must negotiate. Their agency is constantly being tied down and sub-
jected to a power seemingly more forceful than their own. In this context,
parents, grandparents, and guardians play a crucial role. Therefore, a difficult
journey toward manifesting and voicing agency must be embarked upon,
often requiring a disassociation from the traumatic scene either literally, but
especially metaphorically, through the imagination. Yet this does not mean
that they can be considered less of an active citizen than other children. They
are active citizens in their own right, remolding their immediate setting as
part of their quest for agency, with ramifications in their wider sphere—the
outside world.

The need to distance oneself from the place of trauma is an understand-
able one. This is especially true since, as Paula Reavey (2010) explains, “abuse
not only places a mark on the spaces that children and adults inhabit, the
spaces themselves can actively shape the experience itself” (323). She even
goes as far as stating that agency—here in a more conventional understand-
ing as the catalyst of change—“can then only be realized when a person
is able to physically relocate and remove themselves from the rule bound
shared spaces of home” (324). Yet most often, in spite of such physical relo-
cation, the memory of trauma still lingers, so both the time and place of
the trauma tend to remain present nonetheless. Even with the passing of
time, Reavey explains how, for victims of abuse, the past cannot simply be
“refashioned at will. . . . Many survivors continue to experience the intru-
sion of the past into the present in powerful and sometimes overwhelming
ways” (319). Therefore, perhaps a means of gaining independence is a literal
spatial shift coupled with a more metaphorical one through the imagina-
tion, allowing a protagonist to attempt to rise above the entanglement of
place, space, memory, and time to consider their complex relationship from
a new position of agency and power. Indeed, spatial shifts are a common
trope in literature, allowing a protagonist to gain a different perspective on
their relationship with the world. Venturing beyond boundaries, both in a
literal and metaphorical manner, is often the first step toward self-definition
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and, thus, arguably, toward renegotiating agency and an active citizenship,
particularly when one’s narrative involves trauma. This is the perspective
from which the following two narratives will be explored.

ALEXIA CASALE: THE BONE DRAGON (2013)

Alexia Casale’s The Bone Dragon is a novel aimed at young adults, narrated
in the first person through Evie’s point of view. The girl, a fourteen-year-old,
is now living in Cambridge with her adoptive parents, Amy and Paul, a few
miles from the home in which she was abused by her grandparents. She
has just had an operation to remove a piece of broken rib that she gets to
keep. She carves a dragon out of her rib that comes to life on certain nights,
enabling her to journey toward healing and self-discovery.

Evie’s relationship with the rib in a specimen pot, and eventually her carv-
ing it into a bone dragon, is interesting when considering a child’s negotiation
of agency through inanimate objects, specifically in relation to “creative thing-
ing” and what Woodyer calls “the interface between the subject and object,
the human and the non-human” (2008: 350). Reflecting on this when reading,
one is probably drawn toward attempting to define the demarcation where
reality ends and Evie’s imagination takes over, imposing symbolic significance
on the bone and the dragon, consciously and relationally informing who
Evie is, as a child or young adult. It seems that the rib becomes a symbol of
loss, a lack of agency, that she turns into its opposite. She opens herself up
to different possibilities to establish her relationship with that part of her
that can still be carved, once again literally into a dragon, but especially
metaphorically. Therefore, she embarks on a project with her uncle to form
a dragon out of her rib—with Casale establishing an interesting parallel
with the creation tale in the Bible—and all she wishes is that it breathes fire:
danger, life, warmth, power.

It becomes evident that what Evie desires is empowerment through
revenge. In fact, one of the many literary allusions present within the text is
that of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which Evie describes as “sand under my skin”
and admits that “[sJomething about it bothers me” (45), mostly what she
considers as Hamlet’s inability to act. It is a narrative that she constantly refers
back to and reflects upon in relation to her own situation. The dragon comes
to life at night and allows Evie to roam freely in the Cambridgeshire Fens,
and these passages in the novel are rich in symbolic suggestions, brought
to life by the beautifully written nightscapes, creating a magically realistic
space for the protagonist to discover herself and her agency anew. Such
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descriptions create the possibility of an interesting and poignant parallel
with Evie’s inner world.

The protagonist’s interactions with the dragon are equally of interest.
For Evie, the dragon’s remarks are frustratingly cryptic. What is stylistically
noteworthy is that the dragon’s voice is not marked in quotation marks as
the rest of the dialogue within the narrative. Instead, it is italicized. This
allows for interesting ruminations on temporal and spatial shifts that go
beyond dualisms, opening a space where binaries are no longer valid. The
dragon’s voice, very much like the bone out of which it has been carved, is
both external to Evie and yet inherently hers. The novel thus follows her
trajectory as she negotiates these spaces until she achieves what she needs
to heal and carve her own identity.

Indeed, a shift from her place of trauma was initially imposed upon Evie
after her mother, having been diagnosed with terminal cancer, abandons her
at Social Services. Evie was still too young within the narrative to be able to
relocate herself; however, this change of place enabled her to start realizing
her agency within a safe space with her new adoptive parents, who allowed
her to do so. Yet relocation does not necessarily mean that the trauma is left
behind, particularly because the space of trauma often becomes the one a
victim inhabits within memory. In fact, Evie exclaims to herself, “How do
you tell the difference between then and now when feelings and smells and
sounds are creeping in too? When then is suddenly flaring into your senses
again, no longer dim and distant but clear and sharp and present” (87). She
resists recounting painful memories from her past, but when she is being
pressed by her teacher to voice her trauma with the intention to propel the
girl toward healing, some overwhelming memories come flooding in. She
anxiously attempts to cling to the present, “[f]ighting to remember when I
am” (204). However, she cannot entirely restrain it, “[a]nd just like that then
starts to become now, rushing like floodwater into the present” (205), reveal-
ing some very dark aspects of her past.

Thus, a spatial shift to a new home and temporal shifts to her past to face
her memories, although necessary, are seemingly not enough for the young
protagonist to be able to voice her own self-defined agency. Instead, what is
needed is Evie’s direct engagement with objects, narratives, and nonhuman
entities that have shaped her and with which she interacts to shape herself.
In fact, the adults in her life, despite their genuine good intentions, cannot
share in Evie’s own distinct journey, and thus, they try to impose their own
perspective onto hers, assuming, as adults sometimes tend to do, that a child’s
agency is somewhat deficient and needs guidance from a more informed
perspective. This is the evidence one expects to find in a novel about child
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abuse, of how a child’s agency is relationally affected. As a reader, in fact,
there are moments when one might feel that Evie is not being cooperative
or is not appreciative enough of the space and relationships that her teacher
and adoptive family are, with all their love, carving for her. As readers, we
expect Evie to trust the adults around her to ensure a better future for her.
Similarly, there are moments when one morally questions Evi€s statements,
such as when she blatantly declares that she “celebrate(s]” (187) her biological
mother’s death even though her adoptive parents make her visit her mother’s
grave as is socially expected.

Yet Evie is fully aware that her experience of abuse has inevitably scripted
her agency to a certain extent, knowing that others will never be able to
understand. In spite of her tender age, her trauma has exposed her to the
knowledge of darkness in the world, something that is not granted auto-
matically when one comes of age, she explains. In fact, she believes that her
adoptive parents are still rather innocent and thus states:

It’s not fair, not fair, not fair that this is what they think, still, at their
age and I can’t even remember what it is not to know: I can’t remem-
ber what that sort of innocence feels like. And right now I can barely
remember that I love them because I hate them for not knowing
when I've never had a time when I didn’t and I want that, oh how I
want that. (243)

Thus, most of the time, Evie's complex emotions translate into either anger
or silence with those around her. To further elaborate on this, in an interview
at the end of the book, Casale states that capturing Evie’s voice entailed a
whole process, prompting yet again reflections on the problematic dualism
of adult voices as opposed to children’s voices. Casale explains:

Evie as a character is all about silence—and apparent inconsistencies:
the trauma in her life has made her developmentally stunted in some
ways and wise beyond her years in others. The difficulty was finding
a way to convince the reader that what seemed like inconsistency is
actually completely consistent with Evie’s personality and history. For
me, these are the things that make Evie real and complex. (2013)

To distance herself from the present time and place that are entangled
with her traumatic past memories, one could say that Evie resorts to the
imagination, specifically, the dragon as a fantastical creature that she has
carved out of her own bone. This enables her to take control of her own
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narrative that is persistently in conflict with all the narratives being imposed
upon her. Her journeys along the streets of Cambridge with the dragon by
her side allow her to find herself as she is encouraged to patiently wait and
immerse herself in a journey of healing. It is ambiguous from the start as to
whether these nighttime imaginary travels are indeed imaginary, as there
is plenty of evidence within the narrative indicating otherwise, yet the fine
line between what is real and what is imagined is left purposefully blurred
throughout. However, when the police turn up at her adoptive parents’ house
to let her know that her abusive grandparents have died in a fire, there is
very strong proof to suggest that Evie has burned down their home during
her last journey with the dragon. This is perhaps why the ending comes as
quite a shock.

This is not the ending that most would anticipate, not the ending that fits
neatly within a positive conceptualization of healing and agency. Yet Evie
has been, to use Gubar’s metaphor, “scripted” and is now indeed “scripting”
her own agency. Moreover, this fictional narrative perhaps tries to capture
a child’s agency, as Christensen claims, providing “an alternative to view-
ing the child as vulnerable and dependent on adult power and protection”
(Christensen 2021: 13). Thus, very much as it is essential for Evie to experience
embodied agency through relocation and roaming around with the dragon,
as adults, we must equally engage in imaginary journeys of our own through
reading such fiction, to explore a perspective, a different knowledge of the
world, which is perhaps dissimilar to ours.

Therefore, on a metafictional level, through theories of relational agency,
further thought could be given to the idea of Evie having been scripted not
only within her fictional world but also as a fictional character meant to
reflect real issues of trauma and abuse. She is a product of a literary culture
that seeks to give voice to such children, albeit through fiction, and to fos-
ter a society that propels discussions on how such a child is perceived and
expected to behave in the circumstances. She is, therefore, seemingly being
constructed in a way that does not depict her as a victim needing to be saved.
Furthermore, she is not only being assigned agency because the context that
produces her wants to award her with agency, but she is also a character that
resists such oversimplifications. The agency that she asserts is, to some extent,
inevitably relationally affected by sociocultural expectations on a plot level,
but significantly, it is one that somehow defies the expectations of society
and its value system that is creating the child protagonist and, at the same
time, reading or interpreting her.

Indeed, Evie’s choices and actions at the end of the novel hark back to
what Meg Rosoff states in part I of this volume. Active citizenship, in its
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more obvious form of public protest and social action, is, of course, more
than necessary and valuable, “but engagement with the inside of your head is
the most important part of being human. It’s subversive and dangerous and
it's where the really deep ideas are born.” She calls for children to “question
authority, to understand the power that resides in their own heads,” to be
“anarchists,” and that, we feel, is precisely what Evie embodies.

BIRGIT VANDERBEKE: ICH FREUE MICH,
DASS ICH GEBOREN BIN (2016)

The second literary text to be discussed is Vanderbeke’s German-language
novel Ich freue mich, dass ich geboren bin (2016), translated into English by
Jamie Bulloch in 2019 with the title You Would Have Missed Me. It is the
first part of a trilogy of novels published between 2016 and 2020, which is
said to be partly autobiographical. Vanderbeke was one of the most wide-
ly read German novelists since her acclaimed debut, The Mussel Feast, in
1990, written from the perspective of an eighteen-year-old girl with an
overly authoritarian father. Nearly thirty years later, in Ich freue mich, dass
ich geboren bin (You Would Have Missed Me), she resumes a similar child
perspective and family situation. The title of the novel is an adaptation of
the traditional German birthday song We Are Happy That You Are Born
(in German: Wir freuen uns, dass du geboren bist). It alludes to the main
temporal setting of the novel: it is the protagonist’s seventh birthday, during
which the girl precociously reflects and remembers the past years of her
childhood, constantly being faced with her parents’ disappointment about
her way of being. The birthday song, sung by her mother in a very high and
squeaky voice, verging on the sound of crying, ironically twists the parents’
unhappiness about their daughter and, at the same time, re-affirms the girl’s
presence in her discouraging environment. The girl is highly suspicious of
her parents’ happiness about her existence.

The protagonist’s family situation is closely linked to the historical
context of the 1960s in Germany. After fleeing from the GDR, the family
spent some time in a refugee camp in West Germany before being able to
afford their own flat, thanks to the father’s stellar career. The girl remem-
bers her time in the refugee camp as the most beautiful in her life due to
her friendship with other adult refugees from the East, who, in contrast to
her parents, offered an affectionate space she could always refer to. Once
relocated to the new flat, she is deprived of any contact with her friends
and feels the parents’ rejection even more physically. Her parents, each in
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their own way, are frantically trying to adapt to their new reality in West
Germany. Finally, having the chance to “live their dream” and being able to
afford a more comfortable lifestyle, they try to leave their past as refugees
behind and keep up with the expectations of a capitalist society with all
its emphasis on appearance and status. For them, their daughter instead
seems to impede their image as a happy family, and they act out their ten-
sion and ambition at her expense. When she does not behave as expected,
the irascible father physically abuses her. In the girl's memory of earlier
years, he turns into a monster who came to take her from her baby bed
with enormous paws and threw her against the wall. Afterward, nothing
in her body was as it was supposed to be; every bone felt misplaced. When
approached by the doctor about the girl's bone deformation, the mother
denies any knowledge of the causes or wrongdoing. But for the girl, the
biggest problem is that she is deprived of her voice, that she has no one
to talk to, and that her parents do not listen. As she states, “[U]ltimately it
would have been better for everyone if I hadn't existed at all. I would have
needed someone to talk about it” (17).

On her seventh birthday, she remembers her dear friends from the refugee
camp telling her about the three monkeys. Having its origin in a Japanese
proverb, the three monkeys, who cover their ears, mouth, and eyes, represent
the ability to wisely ignore all evil happening around you; instead, in Western
culture, it was turned into its opposite, that is, the denial of it. Therefore, the
three monkeys are used as a symbol of the lack of agency in voicing one’s
own opinion or the lack of civil courage. Even if the girl does not understand
everything her friend tells her, this allegory becomes her negative role model.
She declares, “[I] decided to never in my life look away or to not listen when
something evil is happening, because that would be cowardly. Look very
closely, Uncle Winkelmann said when he had explained to me that the three
monkeys were cowards. Look very closely, do you hear? It doesn’t matter
what they tell you: Listen closely and open your mouth. The world would
have been spared something” (57).

This passage illustrates the crucial role of interaction and exchange in a
shared social space for a more active, engaging citizenship. By talking to her
friends, the girl is exposed to important ideas about a person’s role in society
and possible valuable contributions. Eventually, bearing the three monkeys
in mind, it is a book, a broken globe, and a snow globe that serve as configu-
rators of her ability to act and speak up against her parents. She receives a
long-awaited gift from her friends at the refugee camp, the book The Time
Machine, in which a man travels to the future to flee his dull present. After
having been beaten up by her father again, the decisive moment has finally
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come. Having the book next to her and pressing the snow globe as hard as she
can, she manages to catapult herself into the future in order to ask for help:

This all just happened because I wanted it, and I wanted to get farther
and farther away, the window in my room broke since the globe gath-
ered speed, my room was too small for the speed, in my snow globe
the changes also gathered speed, everything became electric and was
flashing, I continued shaking, but no matter how much snow fell, it
didn’t manage to cover the world, it didn’t even look white, rather
grey, like ash. The globe shot cracking through the burst windowpane
with me and my snow globe into the black sky, into the night, into the
black. (112-13)

In the future, she asks for someone to talk to and manages to meet herself
forty years later. As of this moment, back in the present, she is accompanied
by her own, older voice that gives her advice and helps her stand her ground
at school and with her parents. Together with this voice, she undertakes
imaginary voyages and has a continuous conversation partner to talk to
who helps her negotiate a sense of self and her behavior with her parents.
The change this situation brings about, having someone to talk to, reaches its
peak when she throws a glass of water into her father’s face and tells him off.

Objects as well as stories prove to be essential in the complex assemblage
of involved agents in the girl's emancipation process from the parents. Read-
ing, in particular, mobilizes the protagonist’s imagination to travel to another
time and place, “If you can read, she thinks, ‘one can perform magic and
go to all countries of the world or change into an animal or suddenly be in
another time” (77). The book The Time Machine, in particular, contributes
to her ability to transcend her reality and imagine other periods and places,
transporting her into an imagined future. Interestingly, this intertextual refer-
ence seems to be a recurring motif in literature about children in traumatic
environments. As Irene Barbara Kalla points out in part III of this volume,
the protagonist of Marcin Szczygielski’s novel The Ark of Time (2013) reads a
book with the same title. This helps the boy—even if in completely different
ways—come to terms with his harsh reality during World War II. This com-
monality between the two narratives further emphasizes the important role
of stories as well as (imagined) mobility in time and space as a contributor
to agency, allowing children to take a critical stance toward their realities.
In the case of Vanderbeke’s novel, the change, triggered by the narrative, is
realized in connection with the two globes, referring to other, remote places,
by means of which she manages to undertake an imaginary time travel; that



140 DANIELA BROCKDORFF AND KATRIN DAUTEL

way, she overcomes the boundaries of her difficult domestic environment.
Most importantly, in dialogue with her older self, she finds her voice, which
in turn gives her the courage to speak up to her parents. Being deprived
of her friends and the lack of a trusted person forces the girl to disassoci-
ate from herself and become her own imaginary conversation partner. The
girl’s story emphasizes the importance of being integrated into a network
of verbal exchange, even if only an imagined one, in order to negotiate one’s
own role and position within the family and society. Interestingly, in the case
of Vanderbeke’s protagonist, it is not a peer the girl desires to talk to, but it
is her alter ego that she seeks advice from. She imagines her older, wiser
self taking the role of an experienced guide, similar to her friends from the
refugee camp, who is able to direct her in her discouraging everyday life.
Her other self, however, also becomes a substitute for the guidance the girl
is missing from her parents.

Vanderbeke’s depiction of the girl's empowerment highlights the variety
of agents involved in the process leading to change, ranging from narratives
and objects to—even if imagined—mentors and peers. Stories and artifacts
are indispensable mobilizers for her imaginary travels that expose her to
different times and places. As mentioned in relation to Woodyer, the haptic
experience in the context of agency, in the girl’s case, touching and shaking
the globes becomes crucial in her attempt at transporting herself to the
future. There, she is exposed to a more supportive environment, providing
her with the necessary tools to face her harsh reality upon return. Her way of
engaging with the material world exemplifies the concept of “creative thing-
ing” coined by Malafouris as outlined above, which is not only the “thinking
and feeling with, through and about things” (Malafouris 2014: 143) but also
creating things, or rather, in the girl’s case, creating a specific constellation of
artifacts as a condition for her transposition to another reality. This, as Mala-
fouris states, is due to humans’ “capacity for inventiveness that is inseparable
from the capacity to affect and be affected through movement and sensation
from the phenomenal qualities of the materials that surrounds [sic] us” (144).
The girl’s inventiveness, engaging with the objects available to her, allows her
to overcome the boundaries of her human body and create an assemblage
of relations between herself and the nonhuman world, bringing everything
into movement to gain momentum for an essential change. This, as can be
said in Malafouris’s terms, “brings things to life,” reconfigures her mind, and
leads to a reinvention of herself (144), eventually paving the way for a more
embodied type of activism against her father.

As in the novel by Casale, the threshold between the material and the
human world is blurred, giving way to new forms of existence at the juncture
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of reality and imagination. Vanderbeke’s novel, therefore, is a good example
of the representation of a child who is continuously deprived of a space of
expression but who, by means of repositioning herself in a sociomaterial
network of linkages and resourcefulness, manages to change her life by trav-
eling into an imaginary future, where she finds the support and the space to
voice the ideas she is constantly deprived of. As her alter ego states, “It’s very
simple . . . you just have to remember the future” (Vanderbeke 2017: 149).

CONCLUSION

Exploring the two novels within the framework of agency, and especially
more recent relational approaches, shows the crucial role of the interplay
between objects and humans on a child’s journey toward empowerment and
emancipation. Both protagonists are victims of trauma and are attempting
to construct their own selves while interacting with the world around them.
This consists of human relationships, but more prominently, playful engage-
ments with objects within their physical sphere, propelling them toward
temporal and spatial shifts. Such shifts enable the necessary distancing from
the place and/or space of trauma where the child’s self can carve, script, and
create themselves anew as a person who has been informed by those around
them, specifically their abusers, with all their sociocultural baggage, and will
continue to be formed by those who are now providing them with the pos-
sibility of a healthier interaction with society. This does not only mean that
the child is depicted entirely as being a victim who needs to be led toward
a better self and experience of the self. Rather, this negotiating of agency
relies equally on the child’s relationship with themselves. In Casale’s novel,
Evie navigates a surreal nightscape along with her dragon, and in Vander-
beke’s work, the girl converses with her older self through time-traveling. It
is significant that both children create imaginary alter egos in order to voice
their concerns, seek advice, and find comfort. This further foregrounds the
necessity of having another beyond the self to negotiate agency with, even
if it is an imagined friend or companion, setting in process change within
their immediate sphere, however with significant implications on their wider
environment, transforming them into active citizens, nonetheless.

The two novels belong to different genres. Casale’s is a fictional tale written
for children and young adults; Vanderbeke’s novel is rather intended for adult
readers. It is intriguing how the child is brought to life in these two novels,
which have as many similarities as they have differences. In both cases, it
is significant that the child is being scripted by a voice that is not a child’s
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yet is akin to it. Equally, both texts urge thoughts on the power adults can
have on a child’s experience of themselves and the world and the relational
agency intrinsic to the reading process, urging necessary conversations and
writings that explore an ideational and, even more, a political, space, where
an adult’s power stands alongside that of the equally powerful child, the
young citizen of the world. Through this, the relational interplay between
these seeming binaries can be explored with the texts discussed, providing
opportunities for young and adult readers alike to be part of the multiplier
effect of conscious collective citizenship.

In fact, at the end of Casale’s novel, the author includes a set of Reading
Group Questions. Indeed, if these novels were to be read with children or young
adults discussing such questions, this would allow for what Spyrou, Rosen, and
Cook, referring to Cheney’s article in the same volume (2018), defined as the
coconstructing of knowledge on children together with children, heralding a
“disruptive intervention which might lead to other, and potentially more ethi-
cal, ways of knowing” (Spyrou, Rosen, and Cook 2018: 9). If we acknowledge
the inevitability of sociocultural negotiations as part of the coconstruction of
childhood agency, then the role and the voice of the child in the matter is crucial
and indispensable for a world that has increasingly acknowledged the centrality
of the child citizen. Having such discussions with children and young adults
would encourage shifts in perspectives among various age groups, allowing
for a complex yet interesting interplay between fact and fiction, imagination
and reality, younger and older. Yet it is perhaps also necessary to go beyond
class or reading group discussions. Such instrumental conversations should be
documented and formally recognized as part of the collective body of work
that goes into researching children, their citizenship, and their agency.

NOTE

1. All quotations from Vanderbeke’s novel Ich freue mich, dass ich geboren bin are the
authors’ own translation from German.
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Chapter 8

ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION IN TWENTY-
FIRST-CENTURY CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
ABOUT THE HOLOCAUST

A Comparative Ecocritical Reading

IRENA BARBARA KALLA

TRANSLATED BY PATRYCJA PONIATOWSKA

Books on the Second World War and the Holocaust foster readers’ critical
engagement with environmental themes and issues. As observed by Aleksan-
dra Ubertowska, a Polish researcher of representations of the Holocaust in
fiction, “[T]he search for affinities between .. . the histories of extermination
of human communities and the devastation of nature is probably fueled by
the belief that traditionally compartmentalized fields in fact make up one
ecosystem which eludes depictions underpinned by anthropocentric research
concepts” (2013: 36)." Postcatastrophic literature and ecocriticism are inter-
connected and complementary in this respect. This correlation deserves a
detailed examination in recent children’ literature, particularly in works that
encourage young readers to think critically and take action. Such books do
not focus exclusively on environmental topics, thus avoiding the pitfall that,
as Suzanne van der Beek and Charlotte Lehmann state, “lies in [the] tendency
to simplify the complex issue of climate change and to offer potential ways
for fighting climate change which are not accessible to all young readers”
(2022). T argue that, in some contemporary children’s and young adult lit-
erature about the Holocaust, the educational function of teaching about the
Shoah (the Hebrew term for the Holocaust) and keeping the memory of it
alive is intertwined with the function of spreading ecological education and
increasing youth activism. Through this combination, these books become
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part of environmental justice children’s literature, which Kamala Platt defines
as “stories for children that examine how human rights and social justice
issues are linked to ecological issues, how environmental degradation affects
human communities, and how some human communities have long sus-
tained symbiotic relations with their earth habitats” (2004: 186). As such,
they can play an important role as appropriate material in ecopedagogy for
civic engagement (Gaard 2009: 324).

In today’s world, ravaged by a global climate crisis as it is, the urgency of
acknowledging all human beings’ responsibility for the planet is a pivotal
challenge. This crisis and this challenge are intertwined with other exigencies
of the twenty-first century, such as poverty, hunger, migration, and human
rights issues. Multiple organizations, such as UNESCO, recognize these
interlacements and launch local and global projects to further the goal of
disseminating global citizenship education (GCE). As put by Sobhi Tawil,
GCE “highlights essential functions of education related to the formation
of citizenship [in relation] with globalization” and is involved “in preparing
children and young people to deal with the challenges of today’s increas-
ingly interconnected and interdependent world” (Tawil in UNESCO 2014:
15). It is in this context that I have comparatively explored two books: The
Ark of Time by Polish author Marcin Szczygielski and Fing’s War by Dutch
author Benny Lindelauf. My comparative framework for addressing the
themes of the Holocaust and the environment is founded on deep ecol-
ogy and the environmental history of the Holocaust. I seek to establish the
ways in which nondidactic environmental children’s literature pursues the
mission of ecological education while at the same time engaging with the
Holocaust. My special focus is on the network of interdependencies among
humans, animals, and the environment, as portrayed in Szczygielski’s and
Lindelauf’s texts, in order to show how they can be higher-lever activators
of child agency and social engagement.

CHALLENGES FOR CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION:
ECOCIDE AND GENOCIDE

My argument draws on ecocriticism as a theoretical perspective for textual
analysis. Specifically, I rely on ecocentric theories, such as ecophilosophy
and holistic ecology, “which view the human and the natural environment as
interdependent and having an equal value” (Yarova 2021: 66). One of the most
influential environmental philosophies, deep ecology, which was developed by
Arne Naess in the 1970s, promotes a relational view of humans and the planet:
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As a counter to egoism at both the individual and species level, Naess
proposes the adoption of an alternative relational “total-field image”
of the world. According to this relationalism, organisms (human or
otherwise) are best understood as “knots” in the biospherical net.. . . If
people conceptualise themselves and the world in relational terms, the
deep ecologists argue, then people will take better care of nature and
the world in general. (Brennan and Norva, Environmental Ethics, 2022)

Deep ecology boasts a pedagogical dimension, which nurtures respon-
sibility toward and for the environment along with the acknowledgment
of the interdependence of humans and nonhumans (for various types of
relationships between humans and nonhumans, see Brockdorff and Dautel
in this volume). This pedagogical investment of deep ecology dovetails with
the educational commitment of children’s and young adult literature, which is
particularly pronounced in its environmental subgenres geared to enhancing
readers’ empathy with nature and inculcating responsibility for the environ-
ment in the face of climate catastrophe (O’Brien and Stoner 1987; Sigler 1994;
Jaques 2015; Yarova 2021). Because the two books I discuss deal with the
Holocaust, I also avail myself of the environmental history of the Holocaust,
which emphasizes the relationship between “violence that humans commit
against each other and their attitudes to nature” (Malczynski et al. 2020: 184)
and posits that the notion of domination is a common denominator of both
genocide and ecocide (Malczynski et al. 2020: 185). Recognizing the entangle-
ments of human beings and the environment, the subdiscipline investigates
“the agency of non-human (f)actors” (Malczynski et al. 2020: 186) with a view
to remodeling public awareness and promoting “an ecological democracy”
(Malczynski et al. 2020: 185). Crucial for my argument, the study of strategies
that artworks revolving around the Holocaust adopt in representing nature
is among the major pursuits of the environmental history of the Holocaust
(Malczynski et al. 2020: 188).

The recommendations of GCE underscore three central aspects of sus-
tainability: environment, society, and economy. In terms of practice, GCE
emphasizes the “use of curriculum and learning materials that challenge
bias, stereotypes, exclusion and marginalization” and encourages critical
and creative thinking. However, a common complaint is that educational
resources for the development of GCE competencies are limited (UNESCO
2014: 26-27). While contemporary children literature incorporates all these
crucial themes, it remains an underappreciated repository of materials that
might support GCE both at school (in classroom settings) and outside it
(in individual reading experiences). Such potential of children’ literature
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with elements of magic realism is analyzed by Aliona Yarova in Narrating
Humanity: Children’s Literature and Global Citizenship Education (2021).
Yarova mainly attends to two educational fields: human rights and the envi-
ronment. Two of her four case studies are books about the Second World
War: Sonya Hartnett’s The Midnight Zoo (2011) and Marcus Zusak’s The Book
Thief (2005). This thematic selection is no surprise in the context of human
rights education, but Yarova also examines these narratives as a valuable
resource for environmental education.

While Yarova’s research mainly looks into magical realism, which she
believes may be a vehicle for GCE, the opulent presence of nature in fiction
about the Shoah is neither out of the ordinary nor random. It was in the
woods that the Jewish fugitives from ghettos and deportation trains hid,
trying to survive individually, as families, in small communities, and also as
bigger, structured guerrilla groups. This experience is examined by Tim Cole
in “Nature Was Helping Us™: Forests, Trees, and Environmental Histories of the
Holocaust (2014). Cole analyzes published and unpublished memories of the
survivors who escaped death by hiding in forests and argues that “these sites
as both material and memory landscapes should play a far more significant
role within the historiography, given the role that forests and trees—and
nature more broadly—played both in survival and its retellings” (Cole 2014:
680). Cole’s declared purposes indicate that nature as an agent of and in
history has been underexamined in Holocaust studies so far. By exploring
the materiality of nature in the narratives of survivors who “told stories of
‘nature’ acting on their behalf” (2014: 666), Cole asks new questions and seeks
new answers regarding the agency of nature in the history of the Holocaust.

A similar gap is discernible in research on the Holocaust since the rep-
resentations of nature and its functions in literature about the Holocaust
have only recently begun to be explored from the ecocritical perspec-
tive. Ubertowska observes that the conspicuous neglect of this aspect in
research projects is attributable to the prevalence of the anthropocentric
paradigm in the humanities, which has thwarted the recognition of the his-
torical agency of nature (2015: 94). Ubertowska argues that the active role
of nature has always been an axial, albeit ignored, component of artworks
about the Holocaust. Despite its salience, the role of nature in children’s
Holocaust-themed literature has been particularly neglected in research.
Anne Frank’s horse chestnut tree is one of the few widely known elements
of nature associated with the Holocaust. Eric Katz makes the relationship
between Anne and the tree into “a new starting point for an examination of
post-Enlightenment ideas about nature, domination, autonomy, technology,
and human evil” (2015: 1). Anne’s contact with nature was limited to a view
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of the sky, the stars, the moon, clouds, the sun, snow, birds, and the chestnut
tree behind her window. Represented in this manner, nature is associated
with the concept of domination, as the Nazi terror and constraints imposed
on the Jews precluded their free interaction with nature. Interaction with
nature in childhood (and in adolescence; for this issue, see Klomberg in this
volume) is one of the basic conditions for later commitment to nature and
social issues, which is founded on environmental awareness, and, as Asah,
Bengston, Westphal, and Gowan state, pays off in adulthood: “Childhood-
nature experiences have lifelong effects on environmental citizenship and
commitment to nature-based activities” (2018: 807). Katz deciphers Anne’s
tree as a symbol of her protest against the evil that surrounded her: “In
nature—in this tree—she found a touchstone to resist the continual human
project of the domination of nature and humanity” (2015: 4). In 2010, Anne
Frank’s chestnut tree was struck down by a storm, but before that happened,
its chestnuts had been collected and germinated, and the saplings had been
planted in various locations across the world to commemorate the Holocaust.
Anne FranK’s tree and the sapling project it sparked invite rethinking the
nature-technology connections in terms of domination and autonomy. Katz’s
insights are precious and, like Cole’s research, they inspire a closer scrutiny of
the functions and roles of nature in literature about the Holocaust, including
books for a young readership.

ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION IN HOLOCAUST BOOKS BY
MARCIN SZCZYGIELSKI AND BENNY LINDELAUF

The plotlines and motifs of The Ark of Time and Fing’s War are aligned with
the concepts propounded by environmentalists such as Mark Levene (2013)
and David Christian (2011; 2018), who seek to redefine history. They insist
that rather than being an attribute of human communities, history is a prop-
erty of the entire globe and the universe. As Levene argues, this is what we
should be especially dedicated to realizing now “as we hurtle towards our
renewed encounter with extinction” (2013: 152). The children in both Holo-
caust books seem to perfectly sense, if not understand, these interrelation-
ships and react accordingly and actively, undertaking various interventions
toward the environment. My investigation of environmental issues in these
two books was directly triggered by a crucial episode in Szczygielski’s The Ark
of Time. In this episode, the protagonist, a nine-year-old Jewish boy named
Rafe, who lives in the Warsaw ghetto, travels in time from 1942 to 2013. Time
travel is employed here as an opportunity for confrontation (compare the
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similar function of the time travel motif in Brockdorff and Dautel in this
volume). While surprised by several things he sees, Rafe finds himself utterly
petrified by one particular event:

Ahead of us, where the lanes cross the park, I see three boys.. . . They’re
talking loudly, laughing and kicking a football back and forth. Two of
them are trying to stop the third getting hold of the ball. It’s a strange
game. Suddenly I stop, stunned, looking at the ball . . . impossible.
That’s not a ball . . . it’s a loaf of bread! All covered in muck, but I can
see it is real.

“What are you doing?!” I shout, running towards them.

I run in between the boys, kneel and pick up the bread. Trying to
clean it of dirt, I feel like crying.

“O4, you,” says one of the lads. “You gone mad or something?”

“How can you . . ” I mumble under my breath.

The bread isn't even very stale, with no mould anywhere.

“Leave that,” the second boy tells me. “Else you’ll get some!”

I stand up, pressing the loaf to my chest. The third lad hits me in
the back. (Szczygielski 2015: 117-18)?

This passage perfectly encapsulates the concerns of environmental ethics,
which is one of the thematic foci of Szczygielski’s book. Specifically, Rafe is
horror-stricken at the fundamental disrespect for food, selfishness, imper-
tinence, and aggression unashamedly displayed by the teenagers. Neverthe-
less, rather than standing by, he actively tries to oppose the boys, which is in
and of itself a lesson in citizenship. It is by no means a coincidence that the
episode is situated exactly in the middle of the narrative and serves as its
axis, around which the themes of human-animal and human-environment
relationships revolve.

The action of The Ark of Time commences in the ghetto, where green
places are few and far between, which may be the reason why nine-year-old
Rafe, who is the first-person narrator in the book, pays considerable attention
to all manifestations of nature, no matter how modest they might be. Some
ghetto inhabitants arrange kitchen gardens in the courtyards, and the boy
helps them in their efforts (Szczygielski 2015: 46). In April 1942, the Toporol
(Society for the Support of Farming) establishes a garden for children in
Chlodna Street, and the protagonist is very impatient to have it finished. He
also looks after onions planted in boxes on the windowsill in his flat, and
when sneaking out of the ghetto, he worries that he will no longer be able to
tend to them. In the deserted zoo, where Rafe hides for some time, Warsaw
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residents have arranged allotments and patches to grow vegetables, which
Rafe, Emek, and Lidka pick to feed on and alleviate their gnawing hunger.

Animals are also few and far between in the ghetto. When dwelling in the
200, Rafe only lists them because he barely had any opportunity to interact
with them within the ghetto walls. These included Mrs. Bela Gelbart’s dog, a
few cats in the basements, and one purebred. Besides, there were horses that
pulled carts and carriages. Rafe also mentions birds: pigeons, crows, rooks,
magpies, and sparrows. The boy notes the gradual proliferation of rats and
mice in the ghetto. The animals mentioned in the part that depicts Rafe hid-
ing in the zoo mainly include beasts that are actually not there because they
were either transported away to German zoos or killed in warfare. A raccoon
and a jackal, two animals that have sneaked out of their cages, ramble across
the zoo and share the lot of the hiding children who take care of them. These
beasts will have a role of their own to play in the text. Rafe only knows the
other creatures from books. Accordingly, they are fantastic “great crabs on
the shore of the sea” (Szczygielski 2015: 32) and dinosaurs that appear in The
Time Machine. Whether the animals are real or from the pages of a book, Rafe
consciously deliberates on his relationship with them and, consequently, on
his place in the world and its history. Being himself a part of this world, he
realizes that it is interconnected and interdependent. This awareness then
has consequences for the further actions the boy undertakes.

Lindelauf’s novel recounts the painful maturation experienced by Fing,
who lives with her sisters, father, and grandma (Oma) Mei in a house called
Nine Open Arms in a fictitious village in Nazi-occupied Europe. A clever
and ambitious girl, Fing has her aspirations and plans for life thwarted by
wartime upheavals. Instead of pursuing education, she works as a maid at the
home of a wealthy industrialist and must look after wayward Liesl without
knowing that she is, in fact, a Jewish child in hiding. The action of Linde-
lauf’s book takes place in a small town in the province of Limburg, where
the natural environment is simply taken for granted. Given this, Fing does
not pay any special attention to it as the first-person narrator. Similarly, the
kitchen garden appears in the text as a self-evident thing. Only a handful
of the components of the natural environment are somewhat more conse-
quential in the book: a huge old linden tree at the graveyard and a meadow
bordering the road. The latter is called Sjlammbams Sahara, a name that
conveys its human-caused degradation, as the meadow is covered in dust
from coal, transported to needy farmers to help them heat their homes. Fing’s
War predominantly features farm and domestic animals. Animals most fre-
quently appear in conjunction with children’s daily lives, their dreams, and
the war, which poses the gravest threat to those most vulnerable and deprived
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of agency by circumstances—the beasts and the children. The dream of a
stable and ordered life cherished by adolescent Fing is wrecked by the war,
just as are the lives of all the characters of the novel, children and animals
alike, ruptured, destroyed, or annihilated by the war.

However, Fing and Rafe, the main child protagonists in these books, have
an agency that manifests itself in their relationship with their natural environ-
ment. While Fing is, as a rule, indifferent to the natural world around her, she
becomes interested in a huge linden tree at the graveyard when she watches
Beér Daams take care of it. The linden tree has been hurt in the war, and the
boy tries to heal it by wrapping a bandage around it as if it were human:

Even the lanky arms of the Idiot weren’t long enough to embrace this
gigantic tree. Under the skin of his bony face, I could see muscle spasms
twitch like the jags of lightning bolts. I resisted the urge to walk away.
“Need help?”
In reply, all he did was pass the bandage around the tree to me.
We bandaged the tree together as if it were the most normal thing
to do. (Lindelauf 2019: 215-16)

Attempts to revive the tree are undertaken by an individual who is regarded
as a lunatic in his community and abusively called “the Idiot” However, the
naturalness of his behavior sways over skeptical Fing, who, though not par-
ticularly empathetic toward nature, joins in his efforts. Fing’s act of openness
can be read as a reckoning with the bias against and marginalization of people
like Bér Daams, which corresponds to the goals of the GCE. Admittedly, Fing
and Bér Daams fail to save the tree, but their remedial endeavors delay its
death, which, inevitable as it is, eventually comes at the best possible moment.
In fact, the linden tree falls over because its roots have had to veer from their
natural growth trajectory from the very beginning in order to bypass a hoard
of flint objects buried in the ground thousands of years before. Fing renders
this story in a polyvalent sentence, observing that “[i]n order to survive, the
tree made its roots change direction” (Lindelauf 2019: 408).

In the context of Holocaust literature, the statement invites a metaphori-
cal reading as implying that, in their struggle for survival, Jews must adopt
various roles and identities, often at odds with their original beliefs, religion,
and original choices. This strategy is adopted by young Liesl, who pretends
to be a doll in a toy shop on the Night of Broken Glass and, in this way, is
the only one of her family to make it through the night. Later, when she
hides in the Cigar Emperor’s house, she is further compelled to adjust to
the circumstances time and again. Thus, the Jewish girl Liesel has no real
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agency in the book, which is more often the rule than the exception for Jew-
ish protagonists in Dutch children’s literature (Kalla 2022) but causes Fing
to try to regain control of her life to the extent that is possible under these
wartime circumstances. Fing’s observation expresses what Liesel’s story has
made her understand and what she now sees reasserted as a mechanism that
operates as a ubiquitous natural law valid across the scales of existence. Her
insight prompts readers to realize that there are principles at work in the
world that concern life as such, rather than only human life. This enmesh-
ment is substantiated by the further course of events since, paradoxically,
by crushing down onto and ruining the house and thus driving its dwellers
away, the tree saves their lives, as the very next moment, the wrecked house
is hit by a bomb.

The story of the linden tree vividly encapsulates the interdependence of
all the elements of the environment—trees, rocks, and people alike—and this
interconnectedness is shown to span millennia. At the same time, the narra-
tive makes one realize that the activity of prehistoric humans (the produc-
tion and accumulation of objects) affects the lives of people who inhabit the
earth thousands of years later. How complex, multilayered, and ambivalent
such contingencies and connectivities may be is embodied in Sjlammbams
Sahara, which, itself devastated by human activity, is the only place where
the Jews can still enjoy communion with nature. In Lindelauf’s book, the
desolate meadow is not coincidentally associated with the fate of the Jews
as its ashen image anticipates the Holocaust.

The connections forged between children and nature take up more space
and are told more literally in The Ark of Time, where all the young protago-
nists have a distinctive attitude toward the environment. Children secretly
harvest vegetables from the allotments arranged in the zoo and cultivated by
the Warsaw residents. Although the vegetables picked from the patches are
often the children’s only available food supply, they make efforts toward sus-
tainability. Despite their dismal situation, they do not practice “overharvest-
ing” and implement compensatory measures (bring water, weed the patches,
remove snails, etc.) out of respect for other people. Respect for humans
and nonhumans and respect for nature prove intrinsically intertwined and
mutually complementary. Rafe’s bond with the jackal is also an intriguing
motif.? Sharing some kind of understanding with the animal, the boy treats
the jackal as an equal being and manages to persuade him to board the ark.
His friend Lidka is skeptical, as she believes that “Amber is an animal, and
they don't think like us at all” (Szczygielski 2015: 196). When Rafe disagrees
and points out that, after all, we cannot know that, Lidka calls him “odd.” Rafe
addresses Amber, convinced that the jackal understands him, knows what
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will happen, and will respond to the verbally articulated invitation. The boy is
also prepared to share his very modest food provisions with the beast. Nota-
bly, Rafe himself is marginalized as a Jewish boy in Nazi-occupied Poland.
His actions against the marginalization of nonhumans, even in the face of a
threat to his own life, can be understood as meeting, and indeed exceeding,
the GCE guidelines on exclusion and marginalization. His dedication to
equal treatment sparks his abhorrence of the thought of violence, such as
laying snares for the jackal or locking him up in a cage. No such detestable
measures are necessary, though, since the jackal responds to the invitation
and boards the ark of his own accord, which casts into relief the value of
interspecies alliances in the face of common danger.

In Fing’s War, animals play a similar role, but the relationships between
animals and humans concern not only children. Heyvish is a huge Belgian
draft horse. He worked in a mine, but having developed a fear of darkness,
he began to suffer from panic attacks, which made him unpredictable and
dangerous. Hermes, a blacksmith, took him then to work at his smithy and
thus saved him from slaughter:

The very first evening that Heyvish stood in his stall, the animal began
getting restless when it started getting dark. Now, “Nose” Hermes had
enough gear in his house to control any uncooperative horse. But
instead, he fetched candles, which he stuck down on the anvil with
their own wax. Not just one, but twenty or more. He kept doing this
until the corner where Heyvish stood was no longer dark. Everyone
who heard about this declared him crazy, but Hermes took no notice.
“The only thing that horse needs,” hedd said, “is a heaven to look up to”
(Lindelauf 2019: 290-91)

The smith’s treatment of the horse is kind and considerate; the man not
only recognizes and fulfills the material needs of the animal but also ascribes
higher-order needs to him. This attitude does Hermes no favors, exposing
him to disrespect and derision. When the smithy proves a compromised
hideaway, Heyvish has another fit of panic and sets it on fire, frantically try-
ing to get out of the dark. In yet another narrative twist, the apparent mishap
breeds beneficial outcomes, as the fire helps Fing and Liesl escape. The titular
De hemel van Heivisj (Heyvishs Heaven), literally denoting light amid the
darkness, evokes security that both children and animals need. Remarkably,
the original title of the book channels attention toward the world of nature,
insisting that not only humans need a heaven. A whole community is con-
structed around Heyvish, consisting not only of children who care about
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nature and who, in many environmental children’s books, are granted the
unrealistic agency of the “eco-hero” (van der Beek & Lehmann 2022). This
community also incorporates adults, such as the smith Hermes. The inclusion
of this character not only makes the (eco)system conjured up in the novel
complete and interconnected but also highlights that responsibility for the
world does not rest solely on the agency of children.

The plot also appoints a role of some importance to a rat that plunders the
cellar where provisions are kept. At the beginning of Lindelauf’s novel, a rat
steals the food stored in the cellar of Nine Open Arms. All measures launched
to get rid of the rat fail. When the war breaks out and Oma Mei decides to
let a Jewish girl hide in the basement, keeping this fact secret from all the
other lodgers, the dwindling of food supplies and the noises heard from
there can conveniently be blamed on the rat. In this way, Lindelauf projects
a parallel between the rat and the Jewish girl, which is as functional to the
plot of the novel as it is ambivalent, since comparing the Jews to rats was a
stock device of the Gobbelsian propaganda during the war (see Sax 2000;
Neumann 2012) and has since been used by sundry postwar antisemites as
well (Avraham 2021). However, this narrative device may also be construed
as an attempt to dismantle the rat stereotype, which has already been prac-
ticed in Dutch children’s literature. For example, in Frog and the Stranger, a
picture book by Max Velthuijs, the rat represents the Other against whom
everybody is prejudiced because of rampant stereotypes. Ultimately, however,
the rat proves helpful and friendly. The overcoming of stereotypes appears
to be a possible avenue for becoming closer to other human beings and
nature alike, which corresponds to the GCE’s goals of stereotype-challenging
educational materials.

Both books reverberate with the pressing question of how much time we
still have and whether there is any ark that can save humans from humans
themselves. Szczygielski’s novel alludes to the biblical ark of Noah, but it
eventually deconstructs this traditional narrative. If the title of the novel
is an explicit allusion to the biblical story of Noah’s ark, Noah himself is
replaced by Time in the book, and the text addresses the theme of animal-
human relations as they transform over time. This preoccupation is vividly
rendered in the following passage:

I like the bit where Doctor Flycatcher and Professor Antediluvian
meet dinosaurs. Dinosaurs are creatures that lived on the Earth a long
time ago, massive beasts that roamed in herds—many times bigger
than any human being. But actually there were no people on the Earth
back then, dinosaurs ruling the world for a very long time. Still, a
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time came when they all started to die out—perhaps because of some
ginormous catastrophe, an earthquake or something like that. I feel
sorry for the dinosaurs and think a lot about what they were think-
ing as their era was extinguished, animal by animal. They must have
been very afraid, that much is certain. Will we, humans, go the same
way? In The Time Machine, there was no trace of human beings in
the distant future, and so this is inevitable, I think. The end of people
must come, sooner or later, and this is something we have to accept.
It will probably be hardest on those who will have to go first, when
the end comes. I would like it to start with the Morlocks, but that’s
not going to happen—I know that. It's enough to look outside our
window. (Szczygielski 2015: 44)

Rafe reflects on the respective periods of animal and human rule on the
Earth, sympathizes with the dinosaurs facing extinction, and perceives them
as thinking and sentient creatures. Having read The Time Machine, he comes
to believe that the era of human reign is bound to end and links this insight
to his own times. The boy inscribes these times in the history of the planet
and in the natural course of things, which helps him accept the reality he
inhabits. At the same time, he is acutely aware that humans are the first to be
eradicated and that the annihilation of the human species as a whole is immi-
nent. The passage stands out as voicing the notion of total disaster, which
informs the mode of thinking embraced by the adherents of ecocriticism and
historians of the Holocaust. In Szczygielski’s novel, the ark stands also, more
literally, for a boat constructed by Emek. Like Noah’s ark, the boat is supposed
to be the children’s getaway from disaster, forestalling a confrontation with
the Nazis. Boarding their ark, the fugitives take with them the raccoon and
the jackal, which roam the deserted zoo and are as vulnerable as the Jewish
children hiding there. The ark of time has another incarnation in a vehicle
that transports Rafe into our own times, where the relations between humans
and nature prove to be disturbed, as bread is thrown into mud and kicked
like a football. While there is no war in the future, humans seem to have only
become more selfish toward other people and toward nature. Tellingly, The
Time Machine does not inspire Rafe to admire the vast potential of future
human beings powered by technological advancements; rather, it makes
him envisage a looming extinction of the human species. Time travel gives
him an opportunity to see for himself the dismal consequences of techno-
logical progress: while the war did not end in ultimate disaster, this disaster
is being generated by people themselves amid the alleged time of peace as
humans are, in fact, involved in an ongoing suicidal war against nature and
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the environment, which is metaphorically pictured in the episode of the
“match” the boys play using a loaf of bread.

If the motif of Noal’s ark in Lindelauf’s book is not as central or multi-
layered, it is explicitly evoked and deserves some attention. In Fing’s War,
Oma Mei says, “We aren’t Noah’s ark” (Lindelauf 2019: 145) when Liesl visits
Fing, bringing her dog along with her. Thus, the dog must go back. Oma Mei’s
reaction stems from a traditional vision of the world with the binary opposi-
tion of nature and culture, in which houses are solely inhabited by humans,
with animals relegated outside. Nonetheless, it is Oma Mei’s intervention that
makes the Nine Open Arms house an asylum that helps a Jewish girl survive
the war. The motif of Noah’s ark is knitted into the booK’s texture of bibli-
cal references that surface in situations involving animals and contemplate
ethical issues, such as the instrumental use of animals in conflicts between
people. In one of such poignant and unsettling episodes, the white Persian
show cat, Poor Little One, owned by Mrs. Vroon, who explicitly sympathizes
with the occupiers, disappears one week before a show, only to be dropped at
the threshold of the house in a bag with a note containing a biblical wisdom:
“He that toucheth pitch. . . . You've been warned!” (221).* Poor Little One is
smeared all over with tar, including over the eyes, as a result of which he stops
eating and drinking and dies after a few days of torment. For the perpetra-
tors, the animal is entirely irrelevant as a living creature; it only represents its
owner. It does not really matter on which side of the conflict the tormentors
actually are. Fing comprehends this perfectly, and she blames the war, but at
the same time, she neither accepts the motivation of the perpetrators nor is
disposed to understand them. By making the supporters of the right cause
torturers of innocent creatures, Lindelauf invites critical reflection on the
asymmetries in human-environment relationships, which cannot be easily
explained away, and even less so, justified by scriptural wisdoms.

CONCLUSION

Szczygielski's The Ark of Time and Lindelauf’s Fing’s War epitomize the kind
of environmental children’ literature that can have a stimulating impact on
youngsters’ environmental consciousness instead of only providing ready-
made guidelines on how to act vis-a-vis the natural environment. Since, at
the same time, they represent literature about the Holocaust, the two novels
spotlight the links between ecocide and genocide. The books extensively
rely on literary devices that breed empathetic attitudes in young readers.
Rafe attempts to establish a rapport with animals and believes that it is
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indeed possible to reach an understanding between and across divisions.
Consequently, he bridges the gap between the world of humans and the
world of animals or at least reduces this gap. Rafe and his friends have an
unconventional approach to nature, and similarly, some adults embrace
attitudes toward animals and/or the environment that differ from the gener-
ally endorsed ones. Such adults are called “crazy” (e.g., Hermes the smith) or
“the Idiot” (e.g., adolescent Bér Daams, who swathes a sick tree). Likewise,
nine-year-old Rafe is considered “odd” by Lidka because he believes that
animals are capable of responses that are, as a rule, thought of as exclusively
human. However, the small acts performed by these marginalized “oddballs,”
both children and adults, trigger cause-and-effect reactions that ultimately
produce positive changes in other people and in the environment. In this
understated way, both books not only celebrate the value of otherness but
also call for developing an understanding of the long-standing historical
interrelatedness of the various elements of the world around us. This aware-
ness is the cornerstone of civic education, especially for a future threatened
by the climate crisis in which the agency of all the elements of the system,
human and nonhuman alike, is central to all manifestations of life. They also
spotlight the advantages that a remodeling of the ways in which we think
and act may produce for the environment and, consequently, for humans as
well. Notably, such consciousness-raising is among the preeminent aims of
global citizenship education. Given this, mobilizing nondidactic environ-
mental children’s literature—in particular, its subgenre that addresses the
Holocaust and portrays the dire effects caused by a despicable mistreatment
of life regarded as inferior—for educational purposes can contribute to the
achievement of GCE goals.

The biblical motifs, such as Noah’s ark, are harnessed to convey the tra-
ditional and instrumental perception of animals and their role in the world.
At the same time, however, the very title of The Ark of Time engages in a
critical discussion with the scriptural topos by foregrounding not a human
agent (Noah) but the Time that the human is given on earth, both in the
past and today. The original title of Lindelauf’s book, De hemel van Heivisj
(Heyvish’s Heaven), similarly recasts the anthropocentric perspective, and
the Holocaust as annihilation is inscribed in a broader context of sequen-
tial changes unfolding across the history of the Earth: the extinction of the
human species and the extinction of other species. In this way, the two books
about the Holocaust are vehicles for ecopedagogy focused on civic engage-
ment in which the child’s agency is an important and natural possibility but
not an imposed obligation.
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NOTES

1. Although Ubertowska’s article has been published in English as “Nature at Its Limits
(Ecocide): Subjectivity After the Catastrophe” (Teksty Drugie 1, 2015: 173-85), this version
has been deemed unsuitable for quoting here, and the passage is given in the translation
by the translator of this paper.

2. The quotations from Szczygielski’s The Ark of Time in this paper come from an
unpublished translation by Marek Kazimierski, which was made available to me under
the project Twenty-First Century Literature and the Holocaust: A Comparative and
Multilingual Perspective. The page numbers in parenthetical citations refer to the second
Polish edition of the novel (see Reference List). On a handful of occasions, very minor
adjustments have been made in Kazimierski’s translation.

3. The choice of the animal species with which Rafe can communicate so comfortably
is by no means random. The jackal has traditionally and derogatorily represented the
Jews in literary writings (see Hanssen 2012), as exemplified by Franz Kafka’s short story
“Schakale und Araber” (“Jackals and Arabs”).

4. Sir 13.1: He that toucheth pitch shall be defiled therewith; and he that hath fellow-
ship with a proud man shall be like unto him.
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Chapter 9

ROOTS OF REBELLION

An Ecofeminist Reading of Citizenship
and Climate Activism in Adolescent Fiction

ANNE KLOMBERG

In the past few years, Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg has regularly
demonstrated the power of adolescent activism in public and political spaces.
At sixteen years old, she addressed the United Nations during the Climate
Action Summit (2019) in New York City. In her now well-known speech, she
accuses the attending world leaders of neglect and blames them for taking
insufficient measures to tackle the climate crisis. As a young girl, Thunberg
claims a position for herself and on behalf of her peers in an adult-governed
and mostly male political context that is usually inaccessible to adolescents.
Moreover, she uses that position to openly question adult politicians  actions
and maturity in the process as she asserts, “We are in the beginning of a mass
extinction and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal
economic growth. . .. And you are still not mature enough to tell it like it is”
(Thunberg 2019: n.p.).

In turn, Thunberg’s international performances have elicited some rather
severe responses, which I believe are the result of a perceived discrepancy
between her adolescent subject position and the rather adult role she has
assumed within the political arena. Her presence at the UN Summit essen-
tially defies traditional power dynamics between adults and adolescents.
Accordingly, some of the backlash she received expressly highlights her
age as a reason to discredit her. British television host Jeremy Clarkson,
for instance, advises Thunberg that “banging your fists on the table won’t
change a thing. You'll learn that when you've got a few more years under
your belt” (Clarkson 2019: n.p.). He implicitly links adulthood to reason and
wisdom while portraying adolescence as a state of being emotionally out of
control. Clarkson seems to suggest that only when Thunberg is effectively
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considered an adult herself may she be deemed fit to concern herself calmly
and rationally with matters of global importance, such as the climate debate.
His implication is further underscored by his remark that Thunberg’s parents
should have ignored their daughter’s demands to change their lifestyle in aid
of the environment. Instead, Clarkson claims, Thunberg should “be a good
girl [and] shut up” (Clarkson 2019: n.p.). Following his line of reasoning,
adolescents have little to contribute until they are actually perceived and
treated as adults themselves.

Clarksons criticism is one of many that specifically focus on Thunberg’s
embodiment. As critics emphasize not only her age but also her gender and
neurodivergence (referring to her Asperger’s diagnosis), they tacitly reveal
a privileging of another kind of body instead—one that is not-adolescent,
not-female, and not-neurodivergent. The normative body against which
Thunberg’s embodiment is judged (and found wanting) is adult, male, and
neurotypical. It is the kind of body that blends in on global political stages,
whereas Thunberg’s, by comparison, is deemed divergent. Her body is recog-
nized as a“body out of place” (Ahmed 2000: 39), meaning that it is perceived
as not belonging in this particular environment as opposed to particular,
other bodies.

In this chapter, I argue that adolescent bodies are always, already, some-
what out of place as a result of aetonormativity. That is, in short, a societal
privileging of adulthood over other life phases (Nikolajeva 2010). Taking my
cue from Thunberg’s example, I observe a possible conflict between young
adults wanting to participate in society, developing their own citizenship, and
their being considered outsiders to this same society based on the normative
position of adulthood. One of the ways in which adolescents have recently
engaged in such matters of citizenship is through climate activism, as Thun-
berg’s case aptly exemplifies. Many youngsters from across the world have
rallied behind her in protest, joining her in school strikes, climate marches,
and other kinds of demonstrations to express their disapproval of the current
(political) course of events.

Adolescent activism adds an interesting dimension to youngsters’ assumed
outsider position, which I will later characterize as outsiderhood. As Thun-
berg’s example shows, it potentially complicates normative ideas about the
relationship between adults and adolescents in terms of power as well as the
latter’s accepted role and place in society. Taking their assumed outsider-
hood as a starting point, I explore how young adults develop and enact their
emerging citizenship through climate activism and how they might counter
aetonormative views regarding their subject position and desired forms of
citizenship in the process. I do so through an analysis of Lauren James’s
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young adult novel Green Rising (2021), which centers on a very embodied
form of adolescent climate activism. Before I turn to my analysis, I first offer
a more extensive explanation of my concept of outsiderhood.

ADOLESCENT OUTSIDERHOOD

As previously stated, aetonormativity denotes a positioning of adulthood as
the norm (Nikolajeva 2010), a phenomenon illustrated quite vigorously by
Clarkson’s reaction to Thunberg cited above. Adulthood as a subject position
holds the most power through its associations with knowledge and authority.
Roberta Seelinger Trites (2000) notes how this positive evaluation of knowl-
edge essentially renders adolescents outsiders in young adult literature so that
“the only way teenagers can obtain that goal [wisdom] is to grow, to quit
being adolescents themselves, to become more like the insiders, the adults”
(79). She concludes that youngsters can only achieve real empowerment by
becoming adults (Seelinger Trites 2014).

Even so, this does not mean that adolescents are necessarily disempow-
ered. In fact, adolescents constantly grapple with questions of power as they
navigate their coming of age, alternately acquiring power and losing it again
as they go. With specific regard to children, Clémentine Beauvais (2015)
recognizes how aetonormativity tends to tip the scales of power toward
adulthood yet maintains that this does not automatically rob children of
power. She argues that children and adults both possess particular forms of
power that are regulated by their “temporal otherness,” by which she means
“the fact that child and adult are symbolically set apart by their belong-
ing to different temporalities” (4). Their differences are grounded in time,
which grants each party specific time-bound powers. Beauvais theorizes that
children have “might;” which refers to the time they (hopefully) have left to
spend. It describes their future potential. Adults, by contrast, have “author-
ity” as a result of their time already lived. As adolescence typically occupies
a liminal position between childhood and adulthood, I agree with Beauvais
when she states that their unique subject position theoretically warrants
their own kind of temporal otherness (2015: 9), the parameters of which I
begin to explore here.

Specifically, I propose that adolescents’ temporal otherness is informed
by what I call their outsiderhood—that is, a state of being (perceived as)
outside of society’s norms, age-related and otherwise. This concept is very
much embodied. Briefly put, embodiment theory holds that our subjectivity
and identity are shaped by our experience of living as bodies that see, feel,
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and think (see Bradford et al. 2008). Adolescents are recognized as outsid-
ers based on an evaluation of their bodies relative to other (adult) bodies.
In Strange Encounters (2000), Sara Ahmed explains how “the human body
.. .is marked by privilege; it is, for example, a white, male, middle-class, het-
erosexual body” (46). She points out that such privileged bodies determine
the demarcation of social spaces, as they reinforce their own normativity by
expelling others who are deemed “stranger” than them from their comfort-
able zones of living. These bodies are presented as “in-place,” whereas those
that deviate from the expectations of so-called normative bodies are, in
comparison, perceived as out of place.

Given the advantaged position of adulthood within aetonormativity, I
suggest we can also add adult to Ahmed’s enumeration quoted above. Aeto-
normativity privileges adulthood in ways that might disempower other age
groups through acts of ageism. Originally, Robert Butler coined the term
ageism to describe “prejudice by one age group against another” (Avalon and
Tesch-Romer 2018: 3, see also Butler 1969). Though Vanessa Joosen (2022)
observes that the term is currently “often reserved for old age only” (4), Butler
understands it to include “discrimination by the middle-age group against
the younger and older groups in society” (Avalon and Tesch-Romer 2018: 2).
Comparable to mechanisms of racism and sexism, ageism thus marginalizes
those that deviate from a presupposed norm, in this case, adulthood.

As such, aetonormativity and ensuing acts of ageism impact adolescents’
experience of social space. Nancy Lesko (2012) notes how the presence of
adolescents in public areas is often met with a sense of discomfort: “Teen-
agers are so obvious and omnipresent that we seem hardly to notice them
unless their peals of laughter cause us to nervously look their way, or they
interfere with the expected movement or pace of a common task such as
standing in line or shopping for groceries, or they walk too close on the street
or in the mall” (1, my italics).

Once they come too close and/or display unforeseen behavior by disrupt-
ing the “expected movement or pace,” adolescents stand out and apparently
cause unrest in adults around them. Alison Waller (2009) confirms this feel-
ing of unease that groups of teenagers may inspire, as she remarks that “to
meet on the streets, in a park or in other public spaces as a group sends out
certain messages of threatening behaviour to a society nervous of collectives
of young people” (148). Consequently, theirs are the bodies that are being
watched cautiously and apprehensively, especially in numbers. Not only do
they attract attention, but they are even perceived as potentially dangerous.

Nevertheless, as also discussed in this volume by Jill Coste in part II
and Daniela Brockdorft and Katrin Dautel in part III, engaging with their
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sociocultural and material environment is imperative to young adults’ devel-
opment of self. Seelinger Trites (2000) asserts that much of young adult fiction
is “dedicated to depicting how potentially out-of-control adolescents can learn
to exist within institutional structures” (7). In effect, the ability to negotiate
their place in society is one of the parameters of adolescent characters’ growth
in many young adult novels. Essentially, they are not just growing up, but
they are developing themselves as citizens. Definitions of citizenship may
vary across contexts and countries, but in broad terms, citizenship practices
are “those activities that citizens are obliged to engage in so as to maintain
the well being [sic] of the collective” (Gabrielson and Parady 2010: 383). With
regard to adolescents, who are actively developing their identity and subjectiv-
ity during this particular life phase (McCallum 1999, Waller 2009), citizenship
may be primarily about finding their place within society in relation to others,
including coming to terms with society’s existing power dynamics.

Of special importance to adolescence is the premise that citizenship is not
limited to relationships with other members of the state and with the more
general notion of the state itself but that it also extends to the natural world
one finds oneself in. As mentioned, space is often not self-evidently available
to adolescents, so the way they experience their environment can impact
on their emerging sense of citizenship. Especially in light of the ongoing
climate crisis, the dire situation of the natural world puts adolescents’ futures
under strain. Teena Gabrielson and Katelyn Parady (2010) foreground the
centrality of nature in matters of citizenship with their concept of “corpo-
real citizenship” They maintain that “[h]Juman subjectivity and citizenship
practices emerge from the individual’s socioecological positioning” and that
“those environments, in turn, shape our understandings of ourselves” (381).
This means that humans are situated “within both natural and social con-
texts” (381) that concurrently influence how we organize society and posi-
tion ourselves within it. Our environment informs our being in ways that
may go unnoticed most of the time yet prove to be profound when they are
accentuated. This becomes especially apparent in climate activism, where the
impact of the natural world on our well-being (and perhaps even survival) is
emphasized. As a means through which adolescents can claim some power
for themselves in a society that does not fully recognize their input (yet),
climate activism entwines matters of citizenship, adolescent embodiment,
and the environment.

In the following analysis of Green Rising (2021), I demonstrate how young
adult characters find power in their relationship with the natural world,
which enables them to (partly) counter the hegemony of adult-governed
corporations and develop their own sense of corporeal citizenship, one that
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explicitly foregrounds the values of care and community and constitutes a
form of care-full activism.

PLANT POWER: CONSTRUCTING CITIZENSHIP
THROUGH CLIMATE ACTIVISM

Embodiment and the Environment

Green Rising is set in the near future, where climate disasters (like floods,
storms, and droughts) happen regularly and all over the world. The novel
centers on a group of young adults—the so-called Greenfingers—who sud-
denly manifest the ability to grow actual living plants using their own bodies
as a kind of vessel. They are subsequently employed by a major oil company
called Dalex in a project that investigates their powers’ potential for creating
biofuels. Through a series of training sessions, the Greenfingers gradually
come to understand the full extent and implications of their powers while
simultaneously trying to find more immediate ways of reversing climate
change. However, when they learn that Dalex actually intends to use their
powers to melt the Arctic ice caps for their own gain, the Greenfingers hatch
a plan to save Earth and bring the company down in the process.

Green Rising features three main characters, all Greenfingers themselves:
seventeen-year-old Gabrielle and Theo and eighteen-year-old Hester. Hester is
the daughter of Dalex director Anthony Daleport, and she leads the research
project on biofuels. It is her first time managing a team of her own. Theo is
one of her recruits, while Gabrielle is not part of their research group but joins
Hester and Theo later in their attempt to destroy Dalex. Gabrielle is the fierc-
est climate activist in the story, with some of her actions bordering on illegal
offenses. She is also the first one to display her powers in the novel’s opening
chapter, illustrating the embodied connection between nature and adolescents.

In this chapter, Gabrielle—yet unaware of her Greenfingers power—joins
a small group of students protesting an annual Fuel Summit, where large
oil companies have convened to discuss further oil extractions and open-
ing new power plants. Carrying signs and chanting slogans like “Climate
change is not a lie, do not let our planet die” and “Save our future” (James
2021: 8, italics in original), the young activists reveal their displeasure about
the continued oil drillings and lack of restrictive legislation. The use of the
possessive pronoun “our” in their slogans suggests a close alignment between
the fate of the Earth and the young adults’ own future; the (inhabitable) con-
tinuation of the Earth is a necessary precondition for their own existence.
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As such, the students demonstrate a tentative awareness of their corporeal
citizenship, meaning that they recognize how their own lived experiences
are inevitably tied up with their environment. This link between adolescents
and nature becomes explicitly embodied when Gabrielle unintentionally
manifests her Greenfingers power: without much warning, vines start to
grow from underneath her fingernails. Gabrielle’s initial panic is short-lived
and quickly turns to acceptance and fascination. The vines grow larger and
surround her, and Gabrielle is described to be “in the centre of the pulsating
layer of green leaves” (11). Gabrielle, being physically surrounded by plant
growth and comfortably so, hints at her understanding that human life is
not separate from but embedded in the natural world.

This embodied connection between adolescents and nature, as represented
in Green Rising, is telling in light of ecofeminist perspectives on the posi-
tion of particular groups in relation to each other and to the environment.
Ecofeminist theory maintains that “there are important connections between
how one treats women, people of colour, and the underclass on one hand and
how one treats the nonhuman natural world on the other” (Seelinger Trites
2018: 59). What underpins this premise is a belief that dualistic notions of
human and nonhuman tend to privilege the first over the latter, rendering
the natural world secondary to human experience. Moreover, ecofeminism
recognizes how this human experience is differentiated based on various
embodiments. Some embodiments—Ilike those of women, people of color,
and the underclass—are marginalized in contrast to white, male, middle-class
bodies (Ahmed 2000). Aetonormativity and ageism produce comparable
connections between adolescents, adults, and the environment as they tend
to construct adolescents as outsiders compared to the more privileged adult
subject position. Therefore, I understand ecofeminism to also encompass
the shared experience of young adults and the environment as marginalized
parties in relation to human adulthood.

Ecofeminism often structures such connections in negative terms, such
as oppression (Bradford et al. 2008: 84). In Green Rising, young people’s and
nature’s shared connection also resides in a form of oppression, that is, the
experience of not being heard properly. Gabrielle notes how “[h]er planet
needed Gabrielle’s voice, because even though it was crying out for help,
nobody was listening” (9). It is implied that the collective of young activ-
ists is, in fact, attuned to hear Earth’s call, only they seem almost equally
powerless; Gabrielle adds how many of her fellow protesters are “too young
to vote or to make any political difference” (James 2021: 9). They can only
try to make themselves heard through demonstrations and other forms of
climate activism, but that proves to be not at all straightforward: at the start of
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the aforementioned student protest, for instance, all the executives are inside
and oblivious to the students’ grievances. It seems they can quite easily evade
dissonant voices. Adolescents’ age thus tends to render them quite powerless
and voiceless in terms of established, adult-governed modes of democratic
power. This is not to say that their climate activism is necessarily doomed
to be ineffective but merely that there is a matter of dependency involved
in adults actually listening.

However, with the emergence of the Greenfingers power, this dependency
is significantly reduced. In spite of the young characters’lack of political clout,
the Greenfingers’ ability offers them a means to make a direct impact on the
environment. For example, one Greenfingers is described as single-handedly
regrowing a forest near her village that prevents their crops from being washed
away by monsoons. Everything the Greenfingers grow, grows fast and can thus
immediately play its role in the ecosystem, restoring almost at once the balance
that was lost because of humanity’s exploitation of the Earth.

Nature vs. Technology

The Greenfingers embodied link with nature inspires in them a sincere desire
to care for the environment. This desire to be the one caring is stimulated by
a strong sense of empathy, as Hester explains how it “was impossible not to
care for the plants around her when she could feel their drowsy, contented
vibrations as they soaked up the sunlight and fresh rainwater” (193, my ital-
ics). She feels the environment being alive and is even able to interpret the
plants’ moods as “drowsy” and “contented.” Such empathy is a precondition
for an ethics of care. Seelinger Trites (2018) asserts that “empathy is required
in an ethics of care, and that empathy is based, in part, on our perceptions of
the cared-for’s physical and cognitive world” (157). Greenfingers are sensitive
to nature in ways that make them susceptible to the plants’ inner experiences,
forging an especially strong and even emotional bond between them.
Their empathic connection to the earth stands in rather stark contrast to
the adults’ lack of care as perceived by the Greenfingers. In fact, Gabrielle’s
climate activism is predominantly motivated by her feeling neglected. She
encourages her online followers to convince their parents and guardians
(so adults, generally) that they are “failing to care for [youngsters’] welfare
if they don’t engage with the climate crisis” (James 2021: 34). For Gabrielle,
adults neglecting to adequately take care of the natural world equates to
disregarding younger generations’ futures. This sentiment is repeated several
times throughout the narrative, with Theo, at one point, claiming that “energy
companies were all the same. They were only interested in profit. They didn’t
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actually care about the planet at all” (62, my italics). The novel suggests that
big (energy) companies bear the greatest responsibility in slowing climate
change and finding sustainable solutions instead of choosing the easy and/
or profitable route.

The plot of Green Rising culminates in Hester and her peers filing a
lawsuit against her father’s company after she learns the full extent of its
destructive impact. Not only has her father willingly ignored scientists’
warnings for years, but he and his business associate, Edgar Warren, have
made plans to abandon Earth altogether and go live on Mars instead. For
that to happen, though, they need to melt the Arctic ice caps in order to
obtain enough oil to fuel their rockets and power their outer space establish-
ment, with disastrous consequences for the Earth. Notably, Hester’s father’s
motives are driven by his intention to keep his daughter safe—to care for
her—as he tries to assure his daughter: “[ TThink about how much safer [liv-
ing on Mars] will be, for all of us! No pollution to make us sick. No smog
in our lungs or pesticides and mercury in our food. This place is ruined,
Hester” (156). However, Hester does not accept the role of being the one
cared-for if it means giving up on Earth and its inhabitants. She recognizes
the importance of keeping Earth inhabitable for all people, especially given
how her father’s plans for Mars will only truly accommodate the wealthy.
Her understanding of corporeal citizenship and care thus extends a lot
further than her father’s as she accepts the necessity for an ethics of care
that encompasses all life on Earth.

The implied differences between the young adult Greenfingers and the
adult characters of Anthony Daleport and Warren are further reinforced by
pitting them against one another in a presupposed binary between nature
and culture/technology, respectively. Daleport is the main representative of
Dalex, and he maintains a rather capitalist and profit-minded outlook. Also,
as the above citation insinuates, he distances himself as much as possible
from life on Earth, wanting to leave the planet sooner rather than later but
still making plans to keep on exploiting its resources from the assumed safety
of Mars. He symbolizes a capitalist, economic model that is antagonistic to
the natural environment, as it deliberately aims to take advantage of the latter.
Hester concludes: “Corporate greed has destroyed the planet” (334). In addi-
tion, the other leading adult character, Warren, exhibits a strong preoccupa-
tion with electronics that sharply contrasts the Greenfingers’ compassionate
relationship with nature. Warren is a space magnate and loves to flaunt his
fascination with brand-new gadgets. He is described as casually carrying
around a laptop, “an iPad, a second laptop, a console, a tablet and three other
gadgets that Theo couldn’t even identify” (163). Theo’s failure to recognize
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some of these items adds to his and Warren’s apparent (socioeconomic) dif-
ferences and serves to further alienate them.

According to Clare Bradford, Kerry Mallan, John Stephens, and Robyn
McCallum (2008), disproving the nature/culture binary is one of the main
concerns of ecofeminism, for it opens up possibilities to expose other bina-
ries—like mind over body, reason over emotion, and male over female—as
false as well, which presumably benefits society as a whole: “The eco element
of ecofeminism demands an interrogation of the nature/culture binary as
a step towards dismantling the other binarisms and for creating an envi-
ronmentally aware society in which often discounted values (friendship,
nurturance, love, trust) shape human subjectivity” (85, italics in original).

In Green Rising, Hester’s character development illustrates a gradual
coming together of nature and culture, negating its assumed dualistic rela-
tionship. Standing on the threshold of adulthood, she expressly occupies a
liminal position that interweaves her embodied experience as a Greenfingers
(affiliated with nature) and as a prospective adult (associated with culture
and technology). In the beginning of the novel, Hester tends to lean toward
the cultural/technological side of the binary, and it is here that the impact of
aetonormativity on her embodied experiences becomes especially salient.
From a very early age, she has been prepared to one day succeed her father
as director of Dalex. Much in her life has been in service of that goal, like
her receiving speech training at the age of two to get rid of a stutter and
her extensive public speaking training afterward. Even her appearance “had
been adjusted until she received the best possible responses from their test
audiences” (James 2021: 24). Her looks and behavior have been modified
in service of her prospective role in the company. Adulthood, and specifi-
cally her father’s version of it, has always been presented to Hester as the
ultimate goal.

As an apparent consequence of her public speaking training, Hester is
repeatedly described as talking like a robot in the beginning of the novel,
reinforcing her affiliation with technology as opposed to nature. In their
first meeting, Theo notices how “[t]here was something grating about her
voice: stiff and formal, like she was reciting a memorized speech. It was
robotic” (59-60). Later, when he asks Hester why she talks like “a busi-
ness robot or something” (79), Hester is taken aback by his comment and
challenges this image of her, thinking to herself: “Everything she said was
perfectly sensible. Most of it was memorized from press documents” (79).
Hester remains unaware of how she exactly proves Theo’s point in this
instance. She appears unable to think for herself, relying heavily on the
stream of information provided to her by Dalex. Only after Theo calls her
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out for being oblivious to the dire state of the climate does she discover
that everything she knows about climate change has been a lie deliberately
fed to her by her father’s company.

Another element that adds to the presupposed binary between nature
and culture is Hester’s initially sheltered life. Her socioeconomic position
enables her to reside in places where the direct consequences of climate
change—in this case, the persistent heat—are hardly noticeable: “She tried to
avoid the unbearable summer heat as much as possible, moving from house
to car to office in a perfectly cool haze of air-conditioning. There were even
tunnels connecting the city high-rises, so she could go shopping without
sweating through her clothes, or coming into contact with the year-round
spate of mosquitos” (27).

Her advantaged situation almost allows her to ignore climate change
completely, as she lives her life in a kind of bubble that limits climate nui-
sances like heat. The description of her environment excludes any hint of
a natural environment (apart from the mosquitoes, which she successfully
avoids). Her surroundings are thus structured mainly in terms of culture
and technology and not much nature.

However, after the discovery of her Greenfingers power, Hester is made
acutely aware of the world she has (unconsciously) been overlooking. As she
gradually understands and appreciates both her own and humanity’s close
relationship with the environment, Hester acknowledges nature and culture
as equal elements of her embodied experience. Combining her training as
a Dalex executive with her awareness of humanity’s intricate bond with
nature puts her in a suitable position to consider both in harmony with
each other instead of as a dualism. At the end of Green Rising, Hester has
gained influence within Dalex after her father was asked to step down. Even
though aetonormative discourses still judge her as being “too young” to act
as CEO (despite Hester being legally of age), she has been given the lead on
the “environmental recovery process” (366). As such, she is adequately posi-
tioned to bridge the gap between nature and culture previously advanced
by her father’s management.

Bradford et al. (2008) contend that disproving the idea of nature and
culture as opposites creates an opportunity to dismantle other purported
binarisms as well. In the next section, I examine how Hester’s awareness of
her own corporeal citizenship leads her to challenge her father’s privileging
of ratio over emotion (and, coincidentally, mind over body). An apparent
prerequisite of that process is Hester’s sense of community and a desire to
care—for the environment, for others, and for herself.
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As suggested in the beginning of the previous section, the Greenfingers’
embodied connection with nature engenders an ethics of care, and both
of these, in turn, strongly inform their construction of citizenship. This
becomes apparent in the Greenfingers’ responsibility for the environment,
their relationships with peers, and their agency. In part I of this volume,
Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak asserts the significance of care as an essential
component of citizenship and agency. She discusses the concept of response-
ability in caring relationships, which ties together notions of responsibility
and accountability with a willingness and an ability to act. In their assumed
role as the one-caring, Greenfingers demonstrate such response-ability as
they use their powers to try and counter climate change, particularly when
dealing with some unforeseen consequences of their actions.

For instance, when one of their training sessions goes wrong, the recruits
accidentally create a huge excess of toxic algae that endangers all other sea
life. A “dead zone” (James 2021: 131), authorities call it. Afterward, Hester asks
her father for a chance to make it right: “Dad—this is really important to me.
I feel responsible for what happened. I want to fix my mistake” (150). The
idea that they have actually damaged the ecosystem when all they wanted to
do was help is unbearable to her. As she acknowledges her fault and wishes
to make amends, she expresses a desire to enact her citizenship in ways
that recognize humanity’s relationship to the natural world and ensure the
welfare of the collective (Gabrielson and Parady 2010)—humans and nature
alike. Hester clearly accepts her own accountability and shows a willingness
to work toward improvement for all parties involved. However, her father
denies her request, dismissing it as a minor issue that he has already solved
by making a huge donation to Greenpeace. His solution suggests how the
environment, for him, can only be defined in terms of money and further
magnifies his alienation. As her father, he fails to understand the significance
of Hester owning her mistake and fixing it herself for her development as a
responsible, caring citizen. Moreover, he gives her lead on the project away
to Warren, claiming that she has proven herself not yet fit for management.
Hester’s opportunity to meaningfully engage her own citizenship is thus
denied and her agency curbed.

Nevertheless, Hester and the other Greenfingers do, in fact, take respon-
sibility for the environment, and this is in part because of their strong sense
of community—not only with the environment itself but also with their
peers. All Greenfingers can connect with each other through the mycorrhizal
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network, an underground system of fungi that stretches all over the world.
Being part of such a worldwide community physically strengthens their
power; Greenfingers experience an actual surge in their abilities when
they link up with one another, symbolizing the power of community in
a very material manner. Notably, this sense of community encompasses
non-Greenfingers as well, as Gabrielle explicitly invites them to join their
rebellion. In addition, being part of a group fills Greenfingers with a sense
of belonging, as Theo explains: “Held never felt like part of a team before. It
calmed an anxious, insecure part of his brain that he hadn't even realized
existed. He wasn’t an outsider here like hed always been when he was working
on Dad’s boat. He was part of this” (James 2021: 115, my italics). The quote
illustrates the importance of interactions with peers, as Theo notes how being
surrounded by the adult workers on the boat makes him feel “useless” (15)
and out of place. Finding his place within a community makes him feel better
physically. Conversely, Theo feels “cold and lonely” (116) when his material
connection to the other Greenfingers is broken. The embodied effects of
being included or excluded, of being connected to each other, signal the
importance of community to society’s well-being as a whole.

Furthermore, an ethics of care involves recognizing how “our relationships
are part of what constitutes our identity” (Held 2006: 14). The Greenfingers’
interpersonal relationships affect their own sense of self as well as their
agency. Hester illustrates this point, as her interactions with the others
encourage a process of self-reflection that makes her understand the limi-
tations of her epistemology. As a corollary of her sheltered life and the strong
focus on her prospective job at Dalex, Hester has not had much opportunity
to interact with people her own age, so she has been easily manipulated
by false information as she has had little reason to doubt its truthfulness.
That changes when she ventures outside her bubble and gets to know her
trainees. Their stories and experiences expand her horizon. Through her
conversations with Theo especially, Hester learns the full implications of
climate change and discovers her father’s betrayal. As a result, everything she
thinks she knows becomes uncertain. Hester starts to wonder: “How much
of her life had been made up of people telling her where to go, what to do
and say? She’s never even noticed until now. Yet [Theo] Carthew somehow
called her on it within minutes of meeting her” (James 2021: 102). This is a
pivotal moment as she realizes the extent of adult influence on her life and
how her future has, effectively, been a lie. It sets in motion her defiance of
her father and his ideology.

One telling way in which Hester stands up to her father is through accept-
ing her own emotionality. As a side effect of her Greenfingers power, Hester
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is unable to stop small plants from growing on her body when she feels emo-
tional. She is thus physically unable to hide her feelings. At first, this greatly
annoys her as she does not want to disappoint her father, who considers this
unintentional plant growth a sign of a lack of control, which he despises:
“He hated anything unsanitary or disordered. Her wild plants didn't fit into
his world” (23). Her father’s take on adulthood seemingly does not allow for
spontaneity or chaos. In fact, there is not much room for emotions, either.
When Hester emotionally confronts her father about his failure to trust her,
he responds to her outburst, mortified: “Lower your voice, you sound hys-
terical” (248). Her emotions are not acknowledged but rejected. However, as
Hester distances herself from him, she begins to value this particular aspect
of her inner Greenfingers in the process. Specifically, she appreciates how the
plants keep her honest, perhaps in response to her father having lied to her
so profoundly: “The plants made her actually pay attention to all the feelings
she usually suppressed. Well, she wasn’t doing that any more. She deserved
better than a life of hiding how she really felt, of having a stray flower be the
only sign that she was a real person and not a corporation” (250).

Hester’s father clearly values reason over emotion, while Hester does,
in fact, recognize the significance of expressing her emotions for her own
well-being. From an ecofeminist perspective, this can be understood as a
dismantling of dualistic thinking that privileges reason over emotion. In
this respect, it simultaneously involves subverting a mind-over-body dual-
ism, for Hester’s emotionality is very much embodied and accentuates the
centrality of her body in these matters. As the narrative foregrounds the
adolescent subject position, it advocates for emotion to be reestablished as
valuable, in addition to rational thought, and for the body to be in harmony
with the mind.

CONCLUSION

In the past few years, adolescent climate activists have often faced adversity
when trying to actively engage in matters of citizenship, as the case of Thun-
berg exemplifies. I contend that this is a probable effect of aetonormativity.
The societal privileging of adulthood over adolescence, coupled with age-
ist perspectives on their agency and experience of space, virtually renders
adolescents outsiders. Yet, through climate activism, adolescents demonstrate
their desire and ability to participate in ways more meaningful than aetonor-
mativity often allows them to. Because of their outsiderhood, I believe that
adolescents are especially suited to recognize their own embeddedness in
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the natural world precisely because those spaces are not always self-evidently
available to them yet are of central importance to their development as citi-
zens. By affirming adolescents as responsible, caring citizens, novels like
Green Rising show the risks of adults not acknowledging adolescents as full
members of society, thereby dismissing their potential and maintaining their
alleged outsiderhood.

With my analysis of James’s Green Rising (2021), I have tried to illus-
trate how an awareness of the ways in which the natural world and human
embodied experiences are intertwined can foster a greater ethics of care
and an enhanced sense of community that may ultimately benefit society
as a whole. On a personal level, Hester starts to care for herself more deeply
as she recognizes her own emotionality—accepting her embodiment in
full—and allows herself to be “a real person.” Rejecting her father’s views on
appropriate adult behavior, she reclaims her emotions as a form of strength,
not as a weakness, and, nonetheless, takes them as a sign of her humanity.
Her (self-)care is advanced through forging meaningful relationships and
becoming part of a community that acts toward improvement for humans
and nature alike.

In her book The Ethics of Care (2006), Virginia Held advocates for the
implementation of care in social, political, and economic spheres and extend-
ing relationships of care outside private domains to society and citizenship
in general. She states, “The ethics of care as it has developed is most certainly
not limited to the sphere of family and personal relations. When its social
and political implications are understood, it is a radical ethic calling for
a profound restructuring of society” (19). For Greenfingers, this involves
an equal consideration of nature and culture not as opposites that exclude
or harm one another but as mutual components of embodied experience.
Their climate activism, including their material connection to the Earth
and the ethics of care this relationship incites and propels, shows how an
understanding of the significance of care to corporeal citizenship envisions
the improvement of life on Earth in general.
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Chapter 10

READING OF WHAT IS YET TO COME
Anthropocentric Children’s Literature and Childhood Agency

FARRIBA SCHULZ

While environmental protection, conservation, and climate change are not
new buzzwords, what has changed is the extent to which the rapidly expand-
ing global movement, Fridays for Future (FFF), started protesting for the
government to keep its promises about climate policy. The protest movement
has received strong support from international networks such as Extinction
Rebellion and Letzte Generation (Declare Emergency, US). The participants of
the demonstrations and protest activities partake in the discourse by putting
the topic on the agenda and making the scientifically abstract topic acces-
sible to the mainstream (see Haunns and Moritz 2020). Interestingly, from an
educational perspective, a European survey of the emergence and prospects
of FFF conducted by the Institute for Protest and Social Movement Studies
(Institut fiir Protest und Bewegungsforschung) shows that the political com-
mitment to environmental and climate protection in this protest movement
was initially primarily motivated by children and young adults and is, com-
pared to other protest movements, on average more likely to be supported by
young people (see Sommer, Rucht, Haunss, and Zajak 2019). As part of the
study, protesters in nine European countries were asked who was to blame,
and the young participants shared two perspectives: one group cited indi-
vidual action and another group cited the economy, companies, and politics
as responsible. When asked about problem-solving expertise, the students in
Germany do not seem to place much confidence in corporate and political
mechanisms. Against the backdrop of “how to actually win those over who
cannot or do not want to connect to such issues and movements for politics
and social engagement,” Bjérn Milbradt suggests taking up the already raging
climate catastrophe more systematically, drawing attention to the existence
of different social and economic situations and promoting “a more reflexive,
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empathic, political engagement” (2020: 4-6; translated in English).' If changes
are required, this would mean, in accordance with Meg Rosoft, the need for “a
better class of political leaders, entrepreneurs, scientists, parents, and social
policy-makers.” Thinking about how this can be achieved, it is perhaps not
surprising that, from her perspective, she believes “at least some of it begins
with books” (see Rosoff in this volume). And, as Nicky Parker puts it in part
I of this volume, “children’s literature can thus be seen as a creative candle
that lights the darkness, safely revealing the monsters and supporting young
readers to a position of greater understanding and strength?”

The concept of the Anthropocene is already reflected in a widely ramified
network of discourse that focuses on the dominant relationship between
humans and nature. Current children’s literature takes up this discourse in
a variety of ways and, due to its broad aesthetic range, can be viewed in the
field of tension between ecocriticism and ecopedagogy. While, according
to Greta Gaard, ecocriticism aims at providing a home for (1) the academic
discourse, (2) a cultural-ecological literature analysis, (3) the exploration of
“interconnections between nature and culture,” and (4) a response to “envi-
ronmental problems” (2009: 322),“[e]copedagogy articulates a commitment
to the coherence between theory and practice” and “looks at children’s envi-
ronmental texts for their potential to illuminate current environmental issues,”
pursuing “the goal of putting theory into action” (Gaard 2009: 332f). As simple
as this may sound, transitioning to an ecological civilization and, as Marek
Oziewicz puts it, “[h]elping young people believe that we can” (2022: 241) is
the hard part. Conceptions of childhood and notions of child’s agency by all
those involved in the socialization of children determine whether, and in what
way, the status quo is deconstructed, norms shifted, and the “child in/with/
as nature” (Malone, Tesar, and Arndt 2020) is empowered. And, as Justyna
Deszcz-Tryhubczak puts it so beautifully in part I, these entangled relations
unfold “and may involve nonhuman materialities, agents, entities, forces, and
intensities, such as books, toys, classrooms, and institutions.” This argument,
extended throughout this volume, implies that the relationality of children’s
agency in society not only “begins with children’s literature” but also with
“culture scholarship.” Building on this, my chapter focuses on student teachers’
self-understanding as well as their understanding of the world through litera-
ture and its potential for the literary classroom. Student teachers’ reviews of
children’s literature in the context of the Anthropocene are regarded through
the lens of childhood agency, considering the following questions: What is
the importance of teaching literature in the light of global citizenship? What
is the role of the selection of literature, the possible readings of it, and what
Berbeli Wanning describes as the potential in a cultural-ecological perspective
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“to see through the social factors and processes related to environmental
problems?” (Wanning 2019: 433; translated in English).

Accordingly, this study focuses on student teachers’ understanding of
anthropocentric discourse through a case study that started during the pan-
demic, when writing assignments were a good way to move reflective aspects
out of the classroom and into the digital realm. The writing task has been
maintained since and is carried out in a teaching course in the primary
teacher education section. The data comprises Master’s university students’
book reviews conveyed as book tubes, podcasts, or written texts, dealing with
didactic questions about children’ literature in the context of political educa-
tion and historical learning. At the heart of the project lies the focus on the
different constructions of the Anthropocene as articulated by the literature
aimed at children between five and twelve, in addition to what university
students recognize as agency and childhood, the pedagogical framing of the
child and nature, and the representation of nature and culture in selected
children’s literature. Once all student reviews were complete, I analyzed the
book reviews, using the qualitative content analysis method, by reading
the corpus of students’ book reviews systematically (Krippendorft 2013).
Referring to the context of the climate change discourse and comparing the
students’ texts to professional critiques or literature award justifications, such
as The German Youth Literature Award, I'm going to test the positioning of
the reviewers. Are they taking a stand? In which way is the understanding
of the “child in/with/as nature” (Malone, Tesar, and Arndt 2020) and its con-
sequences for the pedagogical framing in the literary classroom reviewed
through the lens of childhood agency? Evaluating reader responses to the
chosen children’s books, key aspects of the connections between ecocriticism
and ecopedagogy (Gaard 2009) can be studied. The way in which children’s
literature is reviewed by university students also says something about the
learning target dimensions in the literary classroom that the future teach-
ers prioritize, with limitations, of course (see Wieser 2008). In both reading
promotion and the engagement with literature, the question emerges of how
the anthropocentric discourse in children’s literature can be tackled in the
literary classroom that has children’s agency at its conceptual core.

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN THE CONTEXT
OF THE ANTHROPOCENE

Referring to the US context, Clare Echterling states that “the most contem-
porary children’s environmental picture books and easy readers [. . .] focus
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overwhelmingly on individual environmentalist acts and lifestyle changes”
and therefore “overlook the connections between environmental degrada-
tion and systematic social problems such as class disparities, and ultimately
over-simplify environmental crisis” (2016: 283). Six years later, the current
German book market represents a variety of positions found in anthropocen-
tric discourse. From do-it-yourself books, informative nonfiction, dystopian
fiction, and adventurous comics to exciting fantasy, books present life hacks
to change your lifestyle, illustrate biodiversity, inform about environmental
destruction and its causes, and introduce climate heroines and their ecologi-
cal projects in simple explanatory stories as well as in depicting systemati-
cally different social and economic situations. Among them are “numerous
children’s and young people’s books that are dedicated to the subject areas
of climate, environmental and nature protection and in which the staging
of child and adolescent climate heroines is also emphasized” (Mikota and
Pecher 2020: 9; translated in English) that have become more popular since
2019, when FFF declared its first global protest on March 15. The range of
products on the book market corresponds to the changing needs of a new
generation of customers, also called Greenomics or LOHAS (Lifestyle of
Health and Sustainability)—the ethical-green consumer elite (see Mikota
and Pecher 2020: 10). In 1996, Cheryll Glotfelty formulated the hope that the
movement would differentiate into a multiethnic one if “stronger connections
are made between the environment and issues of social justice, and when
diversity of voices are encouraged to contribute to the discussion” (1996:
xxv, in Gaard 2009: 321). And much has changed since Gaard described
the trajectory from the beginnings of ecocriticism, mainly driven by one
group consisting of “primarily white, middle-class and predominantly het-
erosexual scholars,” through the influences of feminism and the movement
and then to the beginnings of children’s literature criticism in that context
(2009: 322-25). Glotfelty’s hope is updated in Oziewicz and Lara Saguisag’s
introduction to their Lion and the Unicorn issue about Children’s Literature
and Climate Change as they call for an extension of the approach from the
“commitment to justice and equity” far beyond “Eurocentrism and Whiteness
of children’s publishing and children’s literature studies” to demand equity
in children’s publishing, educational institutions, and academia” (Oziewicz
and Saguisag 2021: viii).

Addressing the concept of the Anthropocene in children’s literature mir-
rors transformations and continuities related to pedagogy and aesthetics,
blurring the line between moral/instruction and entertainment. Children’s
literature has traditionally been situated in an educational setting, which
either includes instructions for a child to be prepared for adulthood or
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conveys a romantic ideal of childhood, placing hope for restoring society
on children. In relation to environmental children’s literature, therefore,
the values and ideas associated with society and childhood shape the dis-
course around environmental agency and, by implication, the activist role
that young people take on in their community. How is the anthropocentric
discourse in children’s and young adult literature shaped by the representa-
tion of nature and environmental values? Which interconnections between
the binaries of nature and culture are inherent? How are childhood and its
actors constructed?

ANTHROPOCENTRIC CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
SELECTED FOR THE LITERARY CLASSROOM

School is an important place of education where an understanding of society
and subject comes into effect (Bourdieu 1991, Althusser 2019). Since several
member states of the Council of Europe adopted a charter on education for
democratic citizenship and human rights education and the UN identified
sustainable development goals related to global citizenship, children ought to
be empowered to become proactive contributors to these goals. Still, “train-
ing for citizenship” depends on how “children’s agency is considered within
school setting[s],” Sheila Greene and Elizabeth Nixon emphasize, as they trace
the extent to which schools as institutions struggle to enable agency between
hierarchy- and student-centered models (2020: 114). Christensen describes
this problem in relation to children’s literature as follows: “At one end of the
spectrum, the term recalls the romantic child: free, independent, divine. At
another end, the child figure finds herself restricted, defined, denied by her
structural predicament” (2021: 13). Considering the adult-child relationship
and understanding agency as an interactive process with all actors within a
society (see Marah Gubar’s kinship model in Christensen 2021: 11), a prac-
tice, Paulo Freire defines as “reflection and action upon the world in order
to transform it” (2000: 51) could open up the classroom to recognition and
negotiation of different identity and reality concepts. Therefore, critical lit-
eracy is crucial to this goal, and texts need to be analyzed with regard to their
ideological content but also be at the core of the curriculum to identify power
relations, engaging in dialogues about “symbolic power” (Bourdieu 1991).
While presenting the wide range of environmental children’s literature,
even those texts that are oversimplifying the issue might provide an excellent
platform, engaging university students and enabling them to participate in
the environmental (academic) discourse by (1) analyzing the literature with a
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cultural-ecological perspective, (2) exploring the “interconnections between
nature and culture,” and (3) responding to “environmental problems” (Gaard
2009: 322) as it prepares future teachers to carefully choose the children’s
literature for their primary classrooms. As these teachers will be facilitators
in literary classrooms and will teach their students to read, the question of
what reading means is core. Reading, from a global point of view, is a very
complex activity that is not limited to decoding a text but also entails chil-
dren’s capability to understand what they have read and integrate it into their
own context and personal experiences by analyzing it in a critical way, so they
are able to take a stand on what they have read. Only this kind of thorough
reading education will take children toward a real, integrated literacy (see
Nikolayeva 2014). In order to emancipate the reader and build citizenship,
literature can contribute to a change of perspective by generating knowledge
and providing insight into ethical and political dimensions (Wanning 2019:
431). Wanning notes that literature can thereby create a connection between
cognitive knowledge and emotions and depict cognition (erkenntnisvermdo-
gen) that ensures a connection to reality.

Children’s literature in anthropocentric discourse offers cultural-
ecological and didactic perspectives that might enable the reader to see
through the socially related environmental problems. Oziewicz and Saguisag
invite literary scholars to pose “questions of what it means for a book to be
about climate change. What strategies in text and mixed-media narratives
are most effective to overcome representational challenges of climate change
and are able to mobilize action?” (Oziewicz and Saguisag 2021: ix). Within
global citizenship, which aims for a more sustainable, just, and peaceful
world, Wanning defines the role of teachers as change agents who challenge
the status quo and help imagine a desirable future through the literature that
they bring to class and their perspective on bigger issues (Wanning 2019: 433).
These would be stories offering solutions, happy endings, and “understand-
ing that have the potential to mobilize the audience’s agency” (2022: 248).

REVIEWING AND CHOOSING CHILDREN’S LITERATURE FOR
THE CLASSROOM: GATEKEEPERS AND CHANGE AGENTS

The way in which literature is evaluated and selected depends on the indi-
vidual’s relationship to the field of children’s and young people’s literature.
What should be heard, seen, and read by children and young adults is
determined by authorities, which historically included the church but are
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nowadays represented in a more secularized way, including a variety of critics
(e.g., parents, teachers, educators, librarians, booksellers, publishers, literary
scholars, and journalists; see Ewers 2002: 4) and therefore various points of
views. These, in turn, produce recommendations for books worth reading
and nominations for awards. With an average of 7,500 publications in the
field of children’s and young adult literature per year (see Birsenverein des
Deutschen Buchhandels: Wirtschaftszahlen/Titelproduktion 2020 and 2021),
awards, recommendation lists, blogs, and bookstagrammers filter the market
and thus create a preselection for readers. The German Youth Literature
Award, sponsored by the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens,
Women and Youth, for instance, was founded to act as an important guideline
for the offered children and youth literature. With the first call in 1955, the
founding association, der Arbeitskreis fiir Jugendliteratur e.V., intended to
promote quality. It appointed jury members who were involved in children’s
literature or work with children. Particularly since the 2000s, a discussion
about early childhood education that was reignited with the results of the
PISA study has shown a pedagogical focus in relation to the picture book
nominations of The German Youth Literature Award (ct. Schulz 2013: 500).
Acting as “minders of make-believe” as Leonard Marcus would say, practices
in which “publishers, critics, librarians, booksellers” (2008: ix) shape and
reshape the children’s literature industry, are also practices of gatekeeping
(see Kidd and Thomas 2017, Ramdarshan Bold 2019). The group of those
who recommend literature as worth reading has expanded immensely due
to social networks. Book bloggers have created a voice for themselves as
amateur readers and thus reach a public beyond the feuilleton. One’s own
reading behavior becomes shareable and communicable (Brendel-Perpina
2018: 77). It is a living community that refers to each other and locates itself
socially. The community is so important for the book market that the Borsen-
verein des Deutschen Buchhandels founded its own award to honor the best
German-language blog, podcast, or social media channel.

In a didactical context, Ina Brendel-Perpina attributes a special potential
to book reviews primarily because of their subject matter and relatively
open structure. The objective of the literary evaluation always depends on
the critic’s point of view and their role. The literary critique ranges from
informing orientation, selection, and the function to convey didactically,
didactic sanction, being reflective and communicative or simply entertain-
ing (Brendel-Perpina and Stumpf 2013: 33). Based on this, Brendel-Perpina
derives the following target perspectives of cultural practice “book review”
for teaching:
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1. Evaluative forms of writing are suitable for developing the ability
to make judgments and critical expressions in relation to literary
texts in one’s own linguistically designed production process.

2. In the discussion of book reviews, students learn to recognize
different language patterns in their dependence on function,
addressee, and place of publication and can use this for writing
their own reviews.

3. Reviews of new book publications enable connection and partici-
pation in contemporary literary discourses and are thus part of
school reading culture. (Brendel-Perpina 2019: 224)

The university students engaged with the format of a book review and had
to reflect on questions about the genre, the topic, aesthetic quality, reading
requirement, and especially reflections on the didactic nature of the works
and their own reasons for choosing them based on the following questions:

1. What is the importance of engaging with nature?

2. How is thinking about human beings made possible in the context
of the Anthropocene?

3. Are the structural interrelationships of social factors and processes
related to environmental problems presented? If so, how?

These questions link to reflect the concept of ecopedagogy and/or ecocriti-
cism (see Gaard 2009; Wanning 2019) and the objective to read children’s
literature critically to understand changes of perspective, cultural-historical
self-reflection, and the deconstruction of power relations (see Oomen-Welke,
Rosch, and Ahrentholz 2016).

REVIEWING CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN THE CONTEXT
OF ECOPEDAGOGY AND ECOCRITICISM: CAPITALOCENE

Being asked which books focused on environmental protection, nature con-
servation, climate change, and climate protection, student teachers would
choose for primary classrooms, one university student selected the nonfic-
tion picture book Auf nach Yellowstone! Was Nationalparks iiber die Natur
verraten (Yellowstone! What National Parks Reveal About Nature) (2020) by
Aleksandra Mizielinska and Daniel Mizielinski. They focused their review
mostly on “the beautiful colorful illustrations,” which, in their point of view,
supports deeper understanding:
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It is fascinating how much content and topics the book contains and
doing it in so much detail and with attention to accuracy in terms of
content and being suitable for children at the same time. The beau-
tiful, colorful illustrations support the comprehensibility incredibly.
What I also really enjoyed were the introductory graphics of the
national parks, where an incredible amount of information is hid-
den, but what is perfectly designed is simultaneously responsible for
one having a great time looking and discovering details. This book is
really fun! (Review Student A; translated in English)

Even though the book itself offers a lot of ecocritical angles, the university
student’s recommendation does not focus on ecocritical aspects. Surpris-
ingly, the jury of The German Youth Literature Award does not address the
sociocritical aspects of this picture book in its statement of reasons for the
award either. The jury statement of 2021 explains:

In their large-format nonfiction comic, artist couple Aleksandra and
Daniel Mizielinsky immerse readers in the fascinating and multifac-
eted world of national parks. [...] Embedded in the adventure of
Ula and Cuba [main characters] in the interplay of comic episodes,
diagrams and detailed views, useful basics are conveyed as well as
knowledge about animals, plants and scenic features of the national
parks. (Arbeitskreis fiir Jugendliteratur e.V.; translated in English)

Instead of arguing toward ecocriticism, the jury of The German Youth Lit-
erature Award of 2021, as well as the university student, expresses what was
proclaimed as fundamental in Friedrich Justin Bertuch’s picture book for
children in 1792. While Bertuch is renewing the medium in the eighteenth
century with colored copper engravings, he sets new standards referring to
pedagogical authorities of his time, highlighting the combination of informa-
tion and entertainment. In the context of reading promotion, this combina-
tion is also to be understood as an attempt to combine reading for pleasure
with information-extracting reading. According to Louise Rosenblatt (1978),
competent readers take one of these two stances, namely the “efferent stance”
or the “aesthetic stance” or a hybrid of them, depending on the text at hand. To
be able to take a critical stance, hybrid approaches to the text must be possible
and, above all, must be made possible in the literary classroom. Using criti-
cal reading (Nikolajeva 2014) in the context of global citizenship is therefore
crucial to “empower learners to engage and assume active roles, both locally
and globally, to face and resolve global challenges and ultimately become
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proactive contributors to a more just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure,
and sustainable world (UNESCO 2013: 4 in Greene and Nixon 2020: 114).

But the university students, as the jury of The German Youth Literature
Award of 2021, refer mainly to the potential of the picture book in the con-
text of reading promotion in their reviews. It seems like the future teachers
and the jury members of 2021 are, in this particular instance, more focused
on reading promotion than on critical reading, which falls in line with the
restricted literacy understanding that PISA (OECD 2o010; see also Wieler
2003) is mostly concerned with. Of course, there were some other book
reviews that were more focused on reading promotion, entertainment, and
colorful aesthetic enjoyment, but also several university students’ reviews
that contained various keywords, which suggests a reflection on structural
problems within the anthropocentric discourse. These book reviews high-
light different aspects, “showing how sustainable consumption can work
in everyday life” and “[t]hat man is an important and large factor within
influencing the environment”; position “climate change deniers or climate
skeptics,” and depict “that there is also protest regarding the global situation”
as in the “global movement of students for a better future, simply Fridays for
Future” (Review Student C and D; translated in English).

In the book review of the graphic novel Yasmina und die Kartoffelkrise
(Chef Yasmina and the Potato Panic) (2021) by Wauter Mannaert, for instance,
one university student focused on what Bjorn Milbradst calls for, namely “the
need to draw attention to the existence of different social and economic
situations” (2020: 6; translated in English) and what Wanning describes as
the potential in a cultural-ecological perspective “to see through the social
factors and processes related to environmental problems” (Wanning 2019:
433; translated in English): “The subject is a capitalistically designed society,
in which a hard-working person, like the father, does not earn enough to
support himself [and his daughter Yasmin], as well as the pros and cons of
wild gardening and purposeful cultivation of vegetables using chemical
inputs, genetically modified food and convenience foods, the key question
about ingredients” (Review Student B; translated in English).

The graphic novel certainly uses narrative strategies like adventure and
suspense to entertain as it tells how Yasmina and her friends manage to
get rid of the city’s large corporation that produces genetically modified
potato chips that turn everyone into monsters. Yasmina is a passionate cook
who provides herself and her father, who works in a fast-food restaurant,
with lovingly prepared dishes every day. Before Yasmina goes to school in
the morning, she collects the ingredients for her inventive dishes from her
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allotment gardener friends Marco and Cyril. When a large corporation uses
Marco and Cyril's land for the large-scale production of genetically modified
potatoes, not only does Yasmina’s vegetable spring dry up but the town is
also flooded with potato chips. Between questions about gentrification and
healthy eating, this comic, like the classic film The Wing or The Thigh with
Louis de Funeés (1976), criticizes the fast-food industry and celebrates slow
food. Mannaert stages Yasmina’s adventures in the special cast of characters,
the landscape and spatial design, and the selected image details in such a
way that readers can immerse themselves cinematically in the story with
a multitude of details depicted in the panels. In decoding and assembling
the diverse information, the narrative then expands sequentially so that the
pictorial symbolism influences several narrative levels at once.

While this graphic novel hasn’t received any awards, it was highly rec-
ommended on social media platforms, for example, by Julia Bousboa, who
runs a well-received and, by the Borsenverein des Deutschen Buchhandels,
well-awarded blog called “Juli Liest” Bousboa classifies this graphic novel as
a story that “encourages further thought about vital questions like “Is food in
little plastic bags really more convenient?,”“What happens when we interfere
with nature?,” and, indeed, “How can it be that someone works all day in a
snack bar and still has too little money to live a healthy life?” while “a dis-
course about genetic engineering, money and market power” is embedded
in the story setting (Bousboa; translated in English). The university student,
as well as Bousboa, thus take up the essential aspects that Wanning (2019)
and also Gaard (2009) mention in the context of ecocriticism, namely, to
offer cultural-ecological and didactic perspectives that might enable the
reader to see through the socially related environmental problems. Taking
up a sociocritical attitude that focuses on changes of perspective and the
deconstruction of power relations allows experiences to be part of dialogues
about “symbolic power” (Bourdieu 1991). In the light of global citizenship,
this might add to an

education, training, awareness rising, information, practices and
activities which aim, by equipping learners with knowledge, skills and
understanding and help with developing their attitudes and behav-
iour, to empower them to exercise and defend their democratic rights
and responsibilities in society, to value diversity and to play an active
part in democratic life, with a view to the promotion and protection
of democracy and the rule of law. (Council of Europe 2010 in Greene
and Nixon 2020: 114)
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Children’s and young adult literature addresses the concept of the Anthro-
pocene in a variety of ways and through a broad aesthetic range. Transfor-
mations and continuities related to pedagogy and aesthetics can be traced
in the depiction and also in the approach through which the university stu-
dents select, evaluate, take a stand, and understand “child in/with/as nature”
(Malone/Tesar/Arndt 2020). Its consequences for the pedagogical framing
in the literary classroom through the lens of childhood agency are as mul-
tifaceted as the discourse is in society. Even though the books presented
here all address the structural problems and try to convey their complexity,
this does not guarantee that the readers will perceive these aspects as the
most important ones for themselves. Personal perceptions of childhood and
pedagogy, as well as personal ideological bias, all play a part in the selection
of books made by student teachers. Pleasure and reading promotion are
convincing arguments for the use of literature for children in the literary
classroom, but in order to do justice to the role of changing agents, a special
critical perspective or promotion of judgmental capability is required for
children to be empowered to become proactive contributors to the sustain-
able development goals related to global citizenship. Blenkinsop, Morse, and
Jickling especially call for “rebel teachers” within wild pedagogies as “agents
for educational change” because they “believe that current times require
responses that are imaginative, creative, courageous, and radical” (2022: 36).
The university student’s book reviews give reason for hope. At least some,
if not all, of them have identified the “bright spots” described by Oziewicz
(2022: 248). Stories such as Yasmina und die Kartoffelkrise (Chef Yasmina and
the Potato Panic) (2021) offer solutions and happy endings, have the potential
to mobilize, and what’s more, in addition to providing insight into structural
problems, are also extremely entertaining. In the context of ecocriticism and
ecopedagogy, however, this needs to be reflected upon.

Using book reviews as a method of training student teachers does not
only foster critical thinking but is also a possibility for university students to
get an overview of the book market and participate in social discourses rep-
resented in childrens and young adult literature. Exploring anthropocentric
discourse through children’s literature requires that university students iden-
tify relevant books, reflect on them in a critical way, and share their reading
experience, which may conflict with some of their existing knowledge and
that of their peers or supervisors. Ultimately, however, this method allows
students to explore an alternative mode of classroom discussion. Abraham and
Brendel-Perpina describe that for the development of a capacity for judgment,
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evaluation as a mental act, as an act of cognition, and as a linguistic expression
are interrelated. The evaluation, as it were, is based on the perception of an
object and can also be changed by changing or comparing perspectives on the
object. Therein lies a special didactic potential (2015: 25-27). Giving students
the opportunity to share their different perspectives with each other in a con-
versation afterward, for example through literary debates, has the potential to
broaden their perspectives. With this method, (adolescent) discourse practices
with their participatory, peer group-oriented patterns of use can be taken
into account. The form of the book review thus becomes the object of reading
culture, literary learning, the promotion of media literacy, and critical reading,
which align with John Dewey’s concept of learning (2009), where aesthetic
experiences based on relationships with media may offer learners opportuni-
ties that draw on personal literary and life experiences to create meaning (Iser
1976 and Rosenblatt 1978) but foremost to take a stand. Using methods of
postcolonial discourse in order to recognize the depiction of the child in/with/
and nature, to identify how thinking about human beings is made possible in
the context of the Anthropocene aesthetically and engage in dialogues about
the structural interrelationships of social factors and processes related to envi-
ronmental problems presented in children’ literature, student teachers can be
empowered through critical literacy themselves. Positioning student teachers
as mediators of children’ literature through cognitive criticism approaches
can create an environment where agency is seen as an interactive process with
all actors within a society (see Gubar’s kinship model in Christensen 2021:
11). It also fosters reader engagement that could empower readers “to become
proactive contributors to a more just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive and secure
and sustainable world” (UNESCO 2013: 4 in Greene and Nixon 2020: 114).

NOTE

1. All translations from German, unless otherwise stated, are done by the author.
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Chapter 11

CAN YOU HEAR MY VOICE?

Participatory Research as a Method for
Reclaiming Children’s Agency in the Archive

EMILY MURPHY

The archive is often described as a site of encounter, a place where fact and
fiction collide to illuminate those from the present about the past (Burton
2005: 2). Whether or not it induces a “fever” in this search for clues about
the voices captured within its stacks, the archive introduces questions about
how to work with and narrate the stories it contains. This is especially true
with children’s archives, or the original materials created and produced by
the young and deemed valuable enough to save in special collections.’ These
unique collections of archival material raise concerns about the potential
for children’s agency, or the ability of children to have control over the nar-
ratives of childhood that emerge from the archival record when working
with historical materials: What methodologies can we use to ethically engage
with archival records created by young people? How, in effect, do we listen
to children’s voices from the past? To answer these questions, it is necessary
to turn to the children’s archive itself. Here, I draw on two archival records,
both by individuals who were forced to flee from their home countries but
where both time and perspective play an important role in the interpretation
of these voices and the stories that they tell.

The first record is a letter by author and illustrator Esphyr Slobodkina,
who is most famous for her picture book Caps for Sale (1940). In a letter to
her editor, Slobodkina writes about fleeing Russia with her family to North-
ern China before eventually immigrating to the United States in her early
twenties. She begins: “When we left Russia, we landed in the Far-Eastern
Russian part of Vladivostok. At that time the Russian ruble was still worth
quite a bit, so we came there well-dressed, well-heeled, and well-connected.
However, the city was terribly overcrowded with similarly well-off refugees,
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and so we soon landed in a suburban villa [in Manchuria]” (Letter to Lillian,
December 10, 1967).

She explains in this same letter how her forced migration shaped her
girlhood and her notion of citizenship and belonging. Describing herself as
alovestruck girl hanging on the heels of a young Chinese man who worked
in their kitchen, Slobodkina adds, “Seeing our determination to hang around
his kitchen, he threw us occasionally a bit of information, a snatch of a song,
a part of a story, or corrected our pronunciation of a Chinese word.” Slo-
bodkina uses these childhood memories to defend the authenticity of the
folktales she retells in The Flame, the Breeze, and the Shadow (1969), yet her
story of migration, compelled by the rise of the Russian Civil War in 1917,
meant that this experience left a deep impact on her, evidenced by her return
to this same part of her life story in multiple letters in her archive.

In contrast to Slobodkina’s exchange with her editor, a letter written by a
group of children from a school in Indiana provides details about their Viet-
namese classmate—a child named Puch who formed part of the first major
wave of Vietnamese refugees following the fall of Saigon in 1975. The chil-
dren urge author Ezra Jack Keats (best known for The Snowy Day) to write
a book featuring this boy. Puch, they write, “comes from Vietnam and could
not speak English at first either [like Juanito in My Dog Is Lost]” (Thompkins
Elementary School, n.d.).> Suggesting ways for Keats to tell Phuc’s story, they
add, “Maybe you could call it Happy Phuc. You could tell about the first snow
that Phuc saw.” As the children relate Phuc’s first encounter with snow, a story
that takes a mere four sentences to finish, they describe Phuc’s joy at seeing
snow, his delight in tasting it and in sharing it with his classmates. Stripped
of Phuc’s voice, however, it becomes difficult to discern if these details are
more reflective of the joy of Phuc’s peers.

Unlike Slobodkina, we know little about Puch and what his experience
of immigration was like, much less how much he felt he fit in with his pre-
dominately white classmates. Yet what the comparison of these traces of
childhood indicates is the value of developing interdisciplinary methods for
reading and recovering the archived voices of children as a way of mapping
transnational experiences of childhood. Framing these experiences within
the context of war and the forced migration that often results from it, I will
discuss how to make a case for a participatory research approach to the
children’s archive, one that combines the stories contained within it with
the stories that continue to exist in the communities with a stake in these
materials, providing a new way to interpret the traces of childhood that exist
in archives. Because these traces often emerge as scraps or fragmentary pieces
of a childs life story, it is imperative to take this community-led or collective
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approach in narrating these materials. In this respect, my argument aligns
with that of Nina Christensen, who, in part I of this volume, discusses how
“relational agency” is central to the way children communicate their expe-
riences to others, including in their interactions with adults. Similar to the
other authors in this section who offer a methodological lens for consider-
ing children’s agency, I am interested in the archive as a collaborative space
where children are authorities on their lived experience (see Ford Smith
2017; Hamer and Murnaghan and Kulkarni and Owens in part IV of this
volume). I share with them an understanding of “agency” as children’s ability
to assert control over the structures and institutions that frame their voices,
particularly in relation to their knowledge and understanding of their lives
and the world they inhabit. In considering the ways in which children’s voices
emerge through the archived materials left behind by them—Iletters, exercise
books, artwork, and other scraps of memorabilia—I argue for the importance
of bridging archival theory in the humanities with participatory research in
the social sciences as a way of ethically engaging with these voices and, in
doing so, relinquishing some of the curatorial power typically bestowed on
adults when it comes to managing the narratives of childhood that emerge
from the historical records found in the archive.

The notion that the archive has the potential to disrupt, or unsettle, adult
conceptions of childhood is certainly not new, nor is the fact that the very
voices most impacted by these narratives are the ones most difficult to find.
As Karen Sanchez-Eppler relates in her influential essay, “In the Archives of
Childhood,” the researcher’s desire to trace and pin down documents that
evidence the lived experience of historical children is often one that goes
unfulfilled (2013: 219). She gives the example of Carolyn Steedman, most well
known for her study of the child acrobat Mignon in Strange Dislocations
(1995). In a separate essay, Steedman details her long search to discover a
document, even a scrap, that might prove the existence of Henry Mayhew’s
Little Watercress Girl: “My own romance is that I may find this child, that
there is enough evidence in her narrative, that there is enough detail of her
life and the life of her household, to trace her” (qtd. in Sanchez-Eppler 2013:
219). Steedman’s search for the Little Watercress Girl is thwarted by a lack
of sufficient evidence, but this does not stop her from attempting to create a
narrative that imagines what her life may have been like. In one of her earlier
accounts of this young girl’s encounter with Mayhew, Steedman relates how
“it was here and during this month that we may assume he met the Little
Watercress Girl (though it is possible that the interview took place a month
or so later, in January 1851)” (1995: 117). Drawing on newspaper articles and
other materials left behind by Mayhew, Steedman begins to weave an intricate
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narrative of missed encounters with the Little Watercress Girl, moments
where she knows she likely appeared but where she is never speaking.

As Steedman’s account indicates, the archive does not always offer up
the material that researchers are most desperate to find, failing to provide
empirical evidence that tracks and traces the lives of children. Even when
these materials are available, there remain questions about how to read or
interpret the childhood experience documented in them and to what extent
we might trust the voices of the children who authored them. Key scholars
in childhood studies, including Sanchez-Eppler, have sought to attend to
this concern, drawing on decades of debate within the field about adult and
child power relations, beginning with that most famous of lines by Jacqueline
Rose that “children’s fiction is impossible” (1984: 1). Yet what I have found
fascinating in my own foray into interdisciplinary work is the fact that these
very same conversations appear again and again among researchers within
the social sciences as they try to document and chart childhood experience
in a different manner that attempts to both quantify and qualify what it
means to be a child and how children are awarded agency in society, if at all.

In an article by children’s geographer Matej Blazek, he describes the chal-
lenges of completing a participatory research project in a small, deprived
neighborhood in Slovakia, where he met two boys, Martin, age nine, and
Peter, age eleven, while acting as a youth worker on the streets. In reflect-
ing on his interactions with the younger of the two boys, Blazek writes, “I
found it difficult to integrate this story [about Martin’s brother Peter] into
my overall interpretive framework. Most troubling to the analysis was that I
had no direct evidence from Martin—he never explicitly expressed to me his
feelings over Peter or his new friends” (2013: 25). Blazek, who is describing his
conversations with Martin following Peter’s removal to a juvenile detention
center, notes how Martin frequently provides vivid details about his brother
that he could not possibly know due to the lack of contact with Peter as
confirmed by family members and other adults within the community. In
his consideration of these narrative accounts, Blazek argues for a broader
definition of children’s “voices,” which involves an interpretive framework
that considers a child’s actions and other forms of embodied experience
alongside their words (30).

What BlazeK’s account reveals is that working with children, in an effort
to discover their voice, is always a process of negotiation. This becomes
particularly imperative when considering transnational experiences of child-
hood, especially in the case of those impacted by war and forced to flee
their homes, as both Slobodkina and Phuc were. While much of my work
has focused on children as global citizens, I choose in this essay to adopt



CHILDREN’S AGENCY IN THE ARCHIVE 201

the term “transnational child” precisely because these were children who
were shaped by movement beyond the nation, not as part of an educational
initiative or national effort to foster global community (and the world peace
that was supposed to come along with it) but rather as means for survival
to escape persecution or the violence of war. If the global child secures a
utopian vision of world peace, the transnational child puts this vision at
risk, threatening to undo the borders and boundaries that are essential for
propping up this vision.

If we return to the archive, turning to a different letter by Slobodkina that
is dated much earlier than her exchange with her editor, we can see some of
these ideas at work. Slobodkina, who had very strong opinions about what
children were capable of when it comes to reading, relates what she calls
“the story of my life” at the request of one of her young fans, a girl named
Mary. Slobodkina confesses to Mary, “It would take much too long a time
to tell you all about what happened to my Family in those years. I'll only tell
you that things did not go so well for us many a time and that was the time
when we were neither well clad nor well fed, or well housed” (Letter to Mary,
April 19, 1954). While Slobodkina begins her letter to Mary by relating her
family’s comfortable exit from Russia, enabled by their wealth at the time,
she also cites how this comfort led both children and adults to ignore the
dangers involved in fleeing the war, adding that they “had a wonderful time
of it” and that “we were never what is called ‘refugees.” This letter is curious
for a few reasons. First, Mary, as the initiator of this exchange, is very nearly
erased. Slobodkina opens the letter by saying, “I hope this letter reaches the
right girl because I could not read your last name too well. You know, it got
rubbed off a little by the time it got into my hands.” Second, it is one that
reveals more about Slobodkina’s own childhood experience than the more
formal exchange with her editor, Lillian. In that same letter, Slobodkina did
not mention any challenges or difficulties associated with her migration to
China, instead presenting an idealized childhood of mischief, fun, and play.

While the voice that changes register here is, in fact, that of the adult
author, Mary finds her way into the archive again in response to a request
(this time by Young Wings magazine editor Ruth Hoyer) for a biographical
sketch. Dated January 24, 1955, not even a year after her response to Mary,
Slobodkina rejects the offer to retell the story of her life, the same one she
had told so easily to her young fan. She adds, “I hope you will forgive me for
sending you instead this copy of a letter I once have written for a real little
girl who wrote me a very nice ‘fan’letter. I hope it sounds more natural than
if I tried to do an article for some ‘abstract’ children. Of course, if it is too
long or does not suit the purpose, you may change it in any way you like”



202 EMILY MURPHY

The letter, which was published in the June 1955 issue of Young Wings in
revised form with Slobodkina listed as the author, is where Mary disappears
yet again. Details about Slobodkina’s arrival to China following the crash of
the Russian ruble are rearranged to provide a simple account of her daily life,
such as where she attended school or private art classes. The stark difference
between these two versions, the public one for the “abstract child” and the
private one for the “real child,” draws attention to the dangers of trusting even
the “adult” voice. Just as in the case study with Martin, the young boy who
created imagined narratives about his older brother Peter, we cannot read a
single account of Slobodkina’s experience of migration as a child, for even
a cursory look at the letters and published materials that relate this period
of her life underscores that the details were constantly changing, even if the
main events remained the same; indeed, it is ironically the child, a fan who
she hardly knew beyond the single letter they exchanged, who draws out the
personal detail of hardships that she frequently withheld from adults in her
professional relationships.

So far, I have undertaken a fairly straightforward textual analysis of these
materials, informed as they are by childhood studies scholarship. But what
happens when the methodologies found in the social sciences, and espe-
cially those associated with participatory research with children, reorient our
position in relation to these texts? For this example, we need to leave Mary
behind and return to Phug, the little Vietnamese boy who is the subject of
a letter to Keats. In the few archival items relating to Phuc, we only know
that his classmates perceived him as happy. Indeed, their suggested story
title, “Happy Phuc,” is a reflection of their views. Upon examination of the
class photo that accompanies this oversized letter, Phuc’s image seems to
secure this version of the story. At the center of the class photo, Phuc does
indeed seem happy, a huge smile on his face (Thompkins Elementary Yearbook
photograph, 1975-76). Yet if we pick up on the few details we are given, such
as the fact that upon his arrival Phuc knew little English, a different story
begins to emerge.

In a 1976 newspaper article from the Evansville Courier, Phuc appears
again. “Phuc Phom, a first grader, is ‘reading up a storm’ just through working
in reading groups in his own class and having daily lessons with the remedial
reading teacher” (Brown 1976: 9). The article adds other important details,
such as the fact that there are a total of “43 Vietnamese students in Evansville,
but more children are expected” and that these students are dispersed in the
school system, with eighteen being the largest group of children at any one
school (9). Moreover, the attitudes of the teachers vary quite widely, with
one commenting that they are glad the bilingual tutors previously employed
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are gone because “their presence causes the children to rely too much on
Vietnamese.” This report, coupled with other accounts of refugee children in
similar situations, suggests that while Phuc may have been a diligent reader,
he may not have necessarily been happy.

Now, some of you may be thinking, “But these aren’t children’s voices!”
And you're right. They are not, by strict definition, all documents featuring
children’s voices if by “voice” we mean a text produced and authored by a
child. Yet the children’s archive always raises suspicion about who is speaking,
and just as in participatory research in the social sciences, I'm not convinced
that is reason enough to stop listening. Those in children’s literature will be
familiar with the turn back to the child, initiated in large part by a wave of
scholarship known either as “childhood” or “children’s” studies and recog-
nized by such influential essays as Marah Gubar’s “Risky Business: Talking
About Children in Children’s Literature Criticism” (2013). Bearing these
arguments in mind, when I look at materials like that of Mary or Phuc,I am
also thinking about how biases about what counts as an authentic voice can
actually lead to the silencing of others (see Spyrou 2011).

Because I have the advantage of a rather broad range of children’s materi-
als collected over time through visits to special collections across the United
States,® I was able to begin to see the patterns that emerged in how these
children spoke or used their voices: many of them, for instance, would ask
an author for their photograph (see “Selected Fan Letters, Lois Lenski” 1964).
There were also materials that seemed to put the child’s voice at risk due to
adult interference, such as one where a caregiver writes a letter on behalf of
a young boy (Kissel, June 26, 1956). Similarly, a set of letters from schoolchil-
dren demonstrate the extent to which copying was involved in the produc-
tion of the child’s voice, though, as in this particular case, the teacher flags
the “original” content to distinguish it from this copied material (Robinson,
January 29, 1981). There are also other items, drawings or paintings (see
Individual Correspondence n.d.), which do not have any words to interpret
but still constitute a reflection of that child and their experience: Do these
materials count as part of the voice we should be listening to as scholars?

I would argue that they do. If we return to Phuc once again, we can see
why interpreting the mediated voices of children is imperative. Like Mary,
Phuc nearly disappears from the archival record, in part because the name
of the school, Thompkins Elementary, is recorded (including in the printed
class photograph) as Tompkins without an “h.” In addition, Phuc’s surname,
recorded in the article I began with as Phom, was, in fact, the common
Vietnamese surname Pham. When making this correction, two additional
results from 1975 to 1976 turn up in the local paper for Evansville. In one,
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Phuc is described as “looking forward to his first Thanksgiving” (November
26, 1975: 1). Listening to the stories of the “hardships” of the pilgrims, Phuc
is described as being thankful for the opportunities he has in the United
States, along with his parents who immigrated with him and the “thousands
of Vietnamese refugees who are spending their first year in a new land”

While the author of this small report dwells on how Americans should
be thankful for their freedom, reinforcing national values, what makes this
brief report so valuable is one line that tells Phuc’s story. As the author relates,
Phuc, moved by the story of the Pilgrims, raises his hand and says, “Me a
Pilgrim. Me come here for freedom, too.” The line, edited slightly for the
title, clearly serves to uphold national values that reflect back an image of an
“exceptional nation” that are central to narratives of US empire (see Kaplan
2002 and Pease 2009). Yet it still gives us a small window into Phuc’s life
through his words, finally allowing him to speak instead of being spoken
about by others. While in his speaking there are power relations that frame
and limit our ability to interpret these words, they begin to unsettle the adult
assumptions about “foreign” refugee children flooding into small American
towns like Evansville.

Phuc, in his refusal to see himself as different from the Pilgrims, and by
relation, other Americans, suggests that he, too, belongs, and not just because
he is a voracious reader or is beginning to grasp the English language. As
he challenges the binary of domestic and foreign that the local newspaper
presents, Phuc seems to be urgently and insistently asking, “Can you hear my
voice?” If we draw on some of the historical methods Steedman employs to
trace the life of the Little Watercress Girl, we can begin to get a fuller answer;
yet, as I will soon reveal, to trace Phuc and other voices like his requires a
careful and slow development of the relationships required in participatory
research practices.

For this particular case, I merge traditional participatory approaches, such
as the model put forward by Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak in her study of chil-
dren’s rights (2016), with similar practices within the archive. Participatory
approaches employed by social scientists focus on engaging and working
with children or other members of a community on a shared project, a goal
shared by those involved in managing archives. A participatory archival
practice prioritizes the voices of those with a right to the record, collaborat-
ing with the owners of these records, and sharing curatorial control in a
process that involves organizing, framing, and narrating the original mate-
rials that make their way into the archive (Gilliland and McKemmish 2014:
1). Rooted in social justice movements, those who uphold a participatory
archival practice acknowledge the rights of multiple parties to the record,
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including decisions about what not to include in the archive. In the case of
the Keats item, this involves a complex network of individuals, from the
teacher who is writing the letter to the children who are drafting it orally to
Phuc himself, whose life is the subject matter of the letter. While I have not
been able to track down all these individuals, I want to model what such an
approach might entail and how it begins to shift the conclusions we might
draw about material in the children’s archive.

To do so, then, we must begin with Evansville, as the site where the letter
is drafted and created, going back to the mid-1970s when Phuc and children
like him were just beginning to settle in the area after fleeing Vietnam. In
newspaper reports from the Evansville Courier, a similar narrative of the
model minority is created, focusing on the speed at which young Vietnam-
ese refugees manage to adapt and integrate into the school system and local
community. In one report about siblings Anh and Binh Tran, for instance,
the children are described as quiet and mild-mannered, with the teacher
claiming that her class of first graders has had this good behavior rub off
on them. The report describes how the Tran siblings, who were thirteen
and fourteen at the time, swiftly and repeatedly fold origami and induct the
younger schoolchildren into the intricacies of this Japanese art. “Binh and
Anh,” the reporter underscores, “speak little English, and as they teach, they
speak practically not at all” (Folz 1976: 19). The reporter contrasts this silence
with that of the younger children, who quietly watch in amazement as the
little origami figures come to life, and in doing so, begins to transform the
reason for Binh and Anh’s silence as well. Not necessarily failing to speak
due to lack of knowledge of the English language, they are instead presented
as experts quietly concentrating on their work. The little paper figures are
described as “intricate art” that is made with “a few expert folds and tears” In
closing, though, the reporter makes a familiar turn to reframe the children
as well-integrated Americans, noting how they have “Americanized” their
names and adopted the Western practice of putting their surname last.

The report on the Trans reveals that Phuc’s own story of immigration is
not unique; indeed, many like it could be found in newspapers across the
United States at the time, focusing specifically on Vietnamese refugees as
the model minority. Yet what I find interesting about the reports specific
to Evansville is how the variation in that experience is depicted. Unlike the
Trans, who are cast as quiet adopters of American culture, Phuc loudly and
insistently demands his place within the nation. While those in Evansville
were curious about the stories behind these children, this curiosity was typi-
cally framed as a defense of American culture. In one opinion column, for
example, Rev. Joseph Ziliak, a pastor in the neighboring town of Newburgh,
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ruminates on the loss and growth of young people’s lives following a tragic
highway accident resulting in the deaths of twenty-seven young people.
Contrasting this catastrophic loss with the success of a young Vietnamese
woman, Anh Tran, who published one of the first studies on how long men
and women spend in bathrooms as a way of informing architectural design,
Ziliak begins to turn to questions about Tran’s origins: “What I do not know
about the report,” he begins, “is the personal history of this young woman
Anh Tran. It would seem she is a Vietnamese by cultural background. Did
she come here after harrowing difficulties in escaping from her homeland?
Is she alone or did her family also make it here? Someday I may find out”
(1988: 7). As with the previous reports, Ziliak finishes by questioning how
Tran’s life might have differed had she failed to learn English and integrate
into American culture, using this as a benchmark of success and solidifying
the fact that Tran represents the “good immigrant”

ZiliaK’s opinion piece appeared in 1988, over a decade after the report
about the Tran siblings who, at the time, were in their teens. Anh, who bears
the same name as the woman in Ziliak’s op-ed piece, was thirteen, and it’s
reasonable to assume that she could be the same Tran, although given the
commonness of both her given name and surname, without further evidence,
this cannot be guaranteed. Indeed, no mention of the young woman’s home-
town is included, with the focus instead on her university affiliation. Ziliak’s
attempt to reach back into the past and construct a narrative about Anh
raises questions about how to track down and trace the “personal history;” as
he calls it, of those whose lives are presented only in scraps or fragments—a
question that is central to any venture into the children’s archive. In attempt-
ing to pursue more lines of connection to Phuc, for example, it became
necessary to turn away from historical records to community knowledge
in the town of Evansville. This approach, which involves a slow process of
carefully developing connections within the community that can help illumi-
nate the historical records linked to the children’s archive, provides oral and
written accounts that complement the fragmented narratives of the young
lives within the archive. In relation to shifting the agentic power back over
to Phuc, it demonstrates how dependent the interpretation of these records
is on the communities from which they emerged and the extent to which it
remains imperative to be attentive to the colliding voices that emerge from
these records, including the power dynamics between children and adult
gatekeepers and the context surrounding moments where the child’s agentic
power is revealed. In the case of Phucg, it provides a beginning point to see
where he and his family ended up and the extent to which their lives became
embedded in the Evansville community, with the ideal end result being to
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connect with Phuc himself to allow him to provide his own interpretation
of the records relating to the letter from his former elementary school, the
one that ended up in the archives of Keats.

To follow up on these archival traces, I began making community links in
Evansville, beginning with the Vanderburgh County Historical Society. My
inquiry was met with a swift reply from Terry Hughes, the president of the
Society and a former educator in the Evansville school district. The answer
was short and professional, promising to pass on my inquiry to the board
of directors at the VCHS, but a second, much more personal reply quickly
followed. With Hughes’s permission, I share an excerpt from this email:

I had two of the students in a different school across town from
Thompkins, Ahn and Bing Tran [sic]. Neither spoke English when
they came, but both had an incredible work ethic. Bing [sic], espe-
cially, was able to transfer his knowledge of the universal language of
mathematics into great success. After they left Howard Roosa elemen-
tary school, I lost track of them, but no doubt they continued on their
trajectory of success. (email to author)

While Hughes was not familiar with Phuc, his knowledge about the Trans,
who also became examples of “success stories” in Evansville, provided guid-
ance for tracing the lives of recently immigrated children to Evansville. The
Trans, much the same as Phuc, have inconsistencies in their reported stories
that could make it difficult to verify that each new document was indeed
about the same child. In the case of the Trans, an incorrectly mentioned
school name made it at first appear as if there were another set of Tran
siblings. Yet in working with Hughes, I was able to confirm the relation-
ship between the sparse documents I had so far, reaffirming the value of
being able to draw on community knowledge to piece together such narra-
tives. This shows that when taking a participatory approach to the archive,
particularly in the case of refugee children, it can sometimes be necessary
to work with those with relationships to the owners or subjects of these
records—not privileging these narratives over that of the child, but rather
using them to continue to piece together evidence to provide a fuller nar-
rative of their life story.

That said, this was only the beginning of the network of relationships
needed in a participatory approach to the archive. While helpful in providing
the contextual information I was seeking about the experience of Vietnam-
ese immigrants in Evansville, providing a glimpse, at least, into how white
residents of the town perceived them in an educational setting, I had yet to
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turn up any new information about Phuc. His voice remained hidden for the
time being. Aware that the Evansville Library collected local memorabilia,
including yearbooks from all the major high schools, I contacted the refer-
ence librarian asking if any of these records might contain further proof of
Phucs life in Evansville. Through this search, I learned about the high school
Phuc would have likely attended based on where he went to elementary
school, but despite searching the stacks, the librarian helping me could find
no record of Phuc in the yearbooks dating back to the time when he would
have been in high school. Unlike the Tran siblings, who can be found in
these yearbooks, Phuc and his family did not seem to settle in Evansville
(see Tran 1981). Indeed, a further record documenting residential addresses
shows that the Phams only resided in their home at 905 Stonebridge Road
for a brief period (Evansville Residential Directory, 1977).

Unable to trace and contact Phuc, as I had hoped to do when I first set
out on my research journey—though lessons from other similar efforts have
taught me that this can be a long process that still has the potential to yield
results—I was left with a closed story similar to Slobodkina’s public narrative
of her escape from Russia. With only the most rudimentary details, I could
only say that Phuc and his family fled Vietnam in the first wave of refugees
following the fall of Saigon in 1975, that they had likely transited through one
of the major refugee camps in the United States before receiving sponsorship
by a member of the Evansville community, and that, following their arrival,
their son, Phuc, became one of the many examples of the town flourishing,
in part due to its successful integration of these newly immigrated refugees.

As disappointing as such an ending might be, it is useful to examine how,
once Phuc’s narrative is disentangled from the literary archive, his story
shifts and takes on new meaning. As part of the Ezra Jack Keats collection,
housed at the de Grummond Children’s Literature Collection at the Univer-
sity of Southern Mississippi—the record mentioning Phuc is a small file that
appears alongside a set of school correspondence to Keats. Some of these
archival materials, like the letter featuring Phuc, are written from a group
perspective, while others are individually drafted, though still written in a
classroom setting. Typical of fan mail, these letters are filled with admiration
for Keats and his books, including the craft that went into making his dis-
tinctive illustrations. Children cite favorite books and gush over the collage
technique employed by Keats, even re-creating this same technique in their
own artwork before sending it to the author/illustrator. Framed alongside
these letters, the traces of Phuc’s life become overshadowed by the educa-
tional responses to Keats’s work, directing, as one might imagine they would,
attention back to the author and his life’s work.
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The arrangement and framing of children’s material is particularly imper-
ative, for it raises questions about what a children’s archive is and how we
might approach it as researchers in the field of children’s literature. Collec-
tions like the de Grummond emerged in the mid-twentieth century, largely
in response to a desire to preserve and save the original materials of children’s
authors and illustrators for educational purposes (see Murphy 2014). Lena de
Grummond, the founder of this collection, used these materials to instruct
her library science students. But today, with the expansion of the field and
theoretical and methodological shifts, one of the most important being the
turn to the interdisciplinary field of childhood studies, the materials gathered
up about childrens lives, often in the form of fan mail and letters, become just
as valuable as the dummies, sketches, and editorial correspondence found
in the stacks of the archive. Indeed, there are new collections emerging,
such as the Italian collection Exercise Book Archive, which are dedicated to
exclusively collecting this material as a way of informing conversations about
the lived experiences of children from the past. As these new collections
emerge and put forth collecting missions that diverge from earlier inten-
tions to showcase the creative process of childrens authors and illustrators,
a creative and flexible methodology for collecting, displaying, and working
with these materials must emerge in turn.

So what, to return to my opening statements, might a participatory
approach offer in these instances? Participatory research in practice seeks to
work with living communities, giving, in the case of children, an increased
amount of agency over how their voices are represented and interpreted by
adults. Although this approach is not possible to apply exactly as intended
in the case of historical research, particularly depending on the time period
in which one is working, the focus on relationship-building with those with
a stake in the record gives life back to these materials. This can be a frustrat-
ingly slow process—but, in all fairness, so is participatory research. Often
done over long and intense periods of time with a small group or specific
local community, participatory research reaches its limit when it comes to
trying to track down large amounts of data. It is best suited, in these cases,
to develop what historians call “microhistories,” or richly detailed histories
about the creators of historical records that are instructive for key questions
in the field (Magnuisson and Szijart6 2013: 4-5). A microhistory such as
Phuc’s story, if followed to the end, has the potential to reveal more about
the experience of Vietnamese immigrants during the tumultuous first wave
of refugees following the fall of Saigon in 1975. It provides real-life accounts
that supplement fictional narratives by writers such as Thanhha Lai, who
has written about her own childhood memories of this challenging period



210 EMILY MURPHY

of transition through her award-winning children’s book Inside Out &
Back Again (2011).

In the case of Slobodkina’s memories, her accounts of transnational flight
as a child provide a very different lesson. Because the literary archive is built
to reveal more about the author—and in this case, Slobodkina is quite the
character, who was intensely devoted to retelling her life history as a way
of preserving her memory—there is more available than the little scraps
provided about Phuc’s life. Yet despite the voluminous amount of archival
material in her collection, Slobodkina’s voice becomes entangled with the
voices of young readers of her work, often in uniquely interesting ways, as in
the case with Mary. Though writing as an adult, her reflections on her child-
hood and the way that these reflections emerge through these engagements
with the “real child” (the children who sent her fan mail) return to questions
about voice in historical research raised by scholars such as Nell Musgrove,
Carla Pascoe Leahy, and Kristine Moruzi. As Musgrove et al. remark in their
essay on conceptual and methodological challenges to recovering historical
children’s voices, “a major challenge for historians seeking children’s voices
is to avoid categorical confusion and unproblematic binaries” (2019: 11).
The example provided by the authors is the difference between “voice” and
“agency” (12), where “voice” equates to the “opinions, emotions and behav-
iours of young people” and “agency” involves the child actively making their
own decisions in the face of societal influences that seek to shape their lives
(12). In making this key distinction between these two terms, Musgrove et al.
draw attention to the interventions of other key scholars in the field, such as
anthropologist Spyros Spyrou, who has already spoken extensively about the
dangers of recovering children’s voices without a thorough consideration of
the frameworks in which these voices appear (see Spyrou 2011).

CONCLUSION

Archival research is always a risky business, particularly in instances where
the child’s voice becomes so entangled with that of the adult that it is difficult
to discern who is speaking. In cases where correspondence continues over
a period of time, there are also instances where the child no longer recog-
nizes themselves in their previous writings or artistic work.* In seeking to
navigate the risks associated with recovering historical children’s voices, it is
imperative to consider how interdisciplinary practices, such as the participa-
tory archival research approach I have modeled, can both reframe children’s
original materials and provide an avenue for more ethical engagements with
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these voices. This approach, when coupled with interpretative strategies
found in history and literature, enables researchers to reposition the child’s
voice within the community where it originated, asking, as microhistorians
do, larger questions that emerge from the network of relationships connected
to these young lives. While I don't believe that a participatory approach is the
only means of completing this type of archival research, I certainly think it
is one method worth adding to our repertoire for reconstructing the lives
of children from the past.

NOTES

1. See Murphy 2023 for more on the “children’s archive,” a term I have coined both as a
means to describe the unique archival materials produced by children and a signpost of
different methodological approaches necessary for interpreting these materials.

2. While there is no date on the letter, a school photograph that was taped on the origi-
nal is dated 1975 to 1976, and with the references to snow, it was likely between December
1975 and February 1976, based on snowfall patterns in Indiana.

3.1 refer here to the Kerlan Collection of Children’s Literature and the de Grummond
Children’s Literature Collection, though I have since conducted further research at smaller
regional collections in the US and the UK that confirm my assertions here. A special thanks
goes to the de Grummond Collection for funding the research that appears in this essay.

4.In correspondence with British author Beverley Naidoo, a teenage girl remarks that
“it was hard for me to believe it was me that wrote the letter” in a fan letter written to the

author a mere three years earlier. See Rahman, June 25, 1990.
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Chapter 12

EXPLORING THE MUSEUM AT NIGHT

Young People’s Agency and Citizenship in
Museum-Related Children’s Literature and Programming

NAOMI HAMER AND ANN MARIE MURNAGHAN

In children’s literature and media, museums act as significant sites for stories
of children’s agency, adventure, and independence. The popularity of these
fictional narratives reveals how adult authors and child readers fantasize
about children’s agency as active citizens in social and cultural life through
museum spaces. Museums act as an apt stage for this fantasy, becoming a
refuge for both adults and children alike in children’s texts, as places of mys-
tery and delight. Thus, museums act as stand-ins for all human knowledge,
from the prehistoric dinosaurs to the art of great global masters to the diverse
customs and costumes of a range of places historically and geographically.
The representations of museums we see in some fictional texts stand in stark
contrast to children’s lived experiences in contemporary museums, where
their presence is monitored, their actions curtailed, and their participation
limited by rigid pedagogic agendas geared toward young visitors. Activist
movements of decolonizing and queering the museum (Coombes and Phil-
lips 2020; Sullivan and Middleton 2019) highlight the challenges that people
of color and 2SLGBTQIA+ communities have brought to existing museum
narratives but often omit or downplay the potential role of young people
as curators and active citizens in these spaces. Critical children’s museology
(Patterson 2021) has emerged to address some of these gaps in integrat-
ing children’s perspectives into critical museum research, and we situate
our work within this framework and broader ones seeking participatory
approaches to children’s engagement in public life (see Parker, Murphy, and
Kulkarni and Owens in this volume).

This chapter will explore the spaces between the fantastical representa-
tions of museums in childrenss literature and museum programming inspired
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by these literary representations and how these spaces hold the potential
for critical interventions. We particularly draw attention to the fantasies of
nighttime at the museum and the museum sleepover to unpack questions
and contradictions of child agency and citizenship both inside and outside
of these texts. Through a discussion of Elaine Lobl Konigsberg’s From the
Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (1967) and Milan Trenc’s The
Night at the Museum picture book (1993), in addition to recent texts such
as Karen LeFrak’s picture book Sleepover at the Museum (2019), we explore
how children’s agency and citizenship are both absent and present in these
texts and what this means for child readers and museum programmers. We
discuss the associated programming around these texts in their own muse-
ums and beyond to highlight how children’s citizenship is both imagined
and enacted. Despite the promise of the inspiring texts and fictional narra-
tives, the programming occurs within the constraints of museum rules and
regulations, and critical interventions are limited. We argue that museums
are significant sites for analyses of children’s citizenship as they represent
both the past of national heritages and as potentially liberatory venues for
imagined futures (Mai and Gibson 2011), and we highlight some questions to
encourage a more critical citizenship for young people. This space of critical
reimagination holds promise for children to engage their own experiences
and knowledge with the broader society in a more participatory and active
form. Monica Patterson (2021: 331) argues that critical children’s museol-
ogy is distinctive as an approach in its “upending the patronising view of
children as merely passive recipients of museum content and programming,
and focusing instead on their capacities for cultural production, critical
interpretation, and curatorial innovation” While many fields have argued
for participatory, decolonized, and queered museums, they have not taken
children’s perspectives and contributions seriously, and our approach aims
to challenge that perspective by mining the fantastical texts for their glim-
mers of critical thought.

CITIZENS-IN-TRAINING: THE MUSEUM
IN CHILDREN’S TEXTS

Children’s citizenship is a fraught concept; it is assumed and expected, some-
thing that needs to be learned and is not equivalent to adult citizenship with
its voting rights and legal privileges (Jans 2004). As a characteristic that is
imbued by birth in a region by documented citizens, childrens citizenship is
often a given. Citizenship, in the guise of civics, is a common set of courses
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in the middle years of education, where lessons about politics, laws, and
social responsibilities highlight the knowledge that citizens are expected
to have. In Canada, for example, civics and citizenship are taught as part of
both primary and secondary school required curricula (Ontario Ministry
of Education 2022). The citizenship test that many countries require adults
to take to obtain citizenship supposedly contains the breadth of knowledge
around geography, history, and politics that a young person would learn in
their primary and secondary years. At the same time, children cannot vote,
engage in legal wage labor, or own property in most Western democracies
and are expected to belong as a dependent to a family unit, which will pro-
vide for their needs and training.

Gerard Delanty (2000) argues that contemporary citizenship can be bro-
ken down into rules, responsibilities, identity, and participation. Children are
thus trained as citizens through school, family, and cultural institutions like
museums. Alongside the child-saving movement of the twentieth century,
much of the earliest children’s programming in museums had the notion of
good citizenship at its core (McCreary and Murnaghan 2019), where good
citizens were moral, cooperative, and educated. Since the adoption of the
United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), children’s par-
ticipation in society at large has been foregrounded and children’s participa-
tion in museums increasingly valued (Mai and Gibson 2011), yet the impor-
tance of regulating children’s behavior in museums is still seen as paramount
(Hamer, 2019). Agency has thus arisen as a counterpoint to citizenship: it is
not enough to be a passive citizen, following rules and regulations in one’s
day-to-day life. Active citizenship implies taking a role in working together
to build a stronger social fabric (Isin and Turner 2002). Adopting a different
perspective to Rosoff (part I of this volume) in terms of the government’s fail-
ure to consider children’s perspectives, here we argue that children’s agency,
their choices, viewpoints, and contributions, are increasingly being valued,
while participatory endeavors attempt to integrate multiple stakeholders
in rewriting national narratives (Phillips 2011) and contributing to public
discourse (Harris and Manatakis 2013).

Many children’s texts, particularly picture books, explore the first set of
citizenship elements of rules and responsibilities in museums, where these
unique parapublic spaces act as sites for education between the home and
school (Serafini and Rylak 2021). Consequently, many picture books set in
museums model social lessons of behavior and learning in public spaces. In
the Maisy Goes to the Museum picture book (Cousins 2009), Maisy is taught
how to act in a museum with limited highlights of museum collections. In
Curious George Museum Mystery (Rey 2017), based on the PBS show of the
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same name, Curious George and the Man with the Yellow Hat engage in an
educational game at the museum by following clues to solve a mystery of a
missing bone. Arthur Lost in the Museum (Brown 2005) and Peppa Pig and
the Day at the Museum (Astley and Baker 2015), among many other pic-
ture books set in museums, highlight the importance of following museum
rules such as not eating in the gallery. Perry Nodelman (2018) describes
how engaging with the art museum is different from engaging with picture
books: you can touch, play with, bite/rip picture books while museums have
an intended mediated distance between the patron and the art and arti-
facts. Betiil Gaye Dinc and Ilgim Veryeri Alaca (2021) build on Nodelman
to examine how nonfiction picture books on art museums and artists may
supplement and support young people’s learning in art museums through
guided play in picture book form. However, while these nonfiction texts
extend the embodied experience of artwork at the museum, they continue
to maintain a controlled distance from the artifacts. Even Grover, in Grover
and the Everything in the Whole Wide World Museum (Stiles and Wilcox
1974), who is on an immersive itinerary through the museum of the whole
wide world, is still a model for a relatively passive yet participatory patron;
immersed, yes, but not free to explore at his own pace or interest—he doesn’t
have agency over his engagement. Like Grover, young people are encour-
aged to consume, fantasize about immersion, and explore some hands-on
interaction with objects in educational programs—but their interactivity
is disciplined and confined. Comparatively, in a 1983 (American) Public
Broadcasting System special, Sesame Street at the Met: Don’t Eat the Pictures,
Cookie Monster does indeed try to eat some of the pictures in the gallery but
is repetitively, musically reminded in the reprised theme song “Don’t Eat the
Pictures” However, the most disruptive moment is when he sings about his
fantasy of consuming a Modigliani painting of a nude that is described in the
language of delicious food, and he is almost drooling to eat it. The disruption
here is the articulation of the hyperbolic fantasy that pushes boundaries of
acceptable social behavior, but ultimately, Cookie Monster is a rule-abider.

These rules and responsibilities are seen to enable the second set of citi-
zenship practices, those of knowledge acquisition of national and global
histories and artistic and scientific knowledge. Children are taught how to
behave like ideal museum patrons who are good middle-class consumers
of knowledge and heritage. These texts geared at young people also assume
readers and patrons where children from diverse backgrounds are often
not represented (or only superficially) unless related to the contents of the
exhibits themselves that may focus on Black, Indigenous, or other people of
color in terms of colonial histories and cultures. The specific subject matter
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varies by museum, but often art, science, as well as national and global heri-
tage are the main areas of study, couched in global frames of the classics and
canons. In colonial contexts, histories prefer the narratives and perspectives
of the colonizing culture, writing the exoticized other into dependent and
subordinate roles (Murnaghan and McCreary 2016) and often as relics of
the past instead of citizens of their own nations and cultures. However, as
discussed above, museums increasingly incorporate silenced knowledge and
topics that have been pushed aside. As alluded to above, the children’s picture
book genre has replicated this topical focus in terms of Grover’s Everything in
the Whole Wide World Museum and other books that highlight how children’s
museum visits can encourage them to be enlightened and well situated for
global citizenships.

AGENCY AND CITIZENSHIP IN THE MIXED-UP FILES . ..
AND THE NIGHT AT THE MUSEUM

In order to explore these questions of agency and citizenship in museum-
related children’s literature, we have chosen two important North American
cultural texts in The Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (Konigsburg
1967) and The Night at the Museum (Trenc 1993). These two focus texts extend
beyond the models of citizenship and education in the museum picture
books to pose wider questions about agency in these contexts. These texts
offer different plots, narrative structures, and critical receptions and point
more to the extremes of this literature than its general character. On the one
hand, The Mixed-Up Files . . . is a Newbery Medal-winning mystery book of
children literature, beloved by librarians, that has continued to be included
on best books for children lists for over fifty years. Its film adaptations have
featured award-winning actors Ingrid Bergman (1973) and Lauren Bacall
(1995) in the role of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, the narrator whose gravitas
acts as a foil for the youthful insouciance of the runaways. This tale offers
suspense and a child-oriented perspective on a runaway adventure fantasy,
where the sibling protagonists are portrayed as capable, independent, and
resourceful in their weeklong visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New York City.

Comparatively, The Night at the Museum is a short picture book that fol-
lows one night in the life of Larry, a newly hired night guard at the American
Museum of Natural History in New York City. Not particularly well known
or well received, the title is more recognizable by its adaptations, both as a
bestselling eponymous novelization by Leslie Goldman (2006) and the live
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action, computer animated, fantasy-comedy film franchise that includes
Night at the Museum (2006), Night at the Museum: Battle of the Smithson-
ian (2009), Night at the Museum: Secret of the Tomb (2014), and Night at the
Museum: Kahmunrah Rises Again (2022), which expands and alters the tale
and where the story and the characters get the Hollywood treatment. The
Night at the Museum (1993), in its original picture book form, is void of chil-
dren’s agency. The eight children that appear in the drawings appear only as
observers, relegated to contently looking at dinosaur bones and the sleeping
night guard. While children are encouraged to identify with the child-like
night guard, they are imagined as citizens-in-training, with their current
existence as obedient children holding the hands of their adult companions.

The Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler presents agency in the
behavior and language of Claudia and Jamie Kincaid, who leave their Green-
wich, Connecticut home by train, scheming to travel, gather food, find sleep-
ing arrangements, wash their clothes and bodies, and, most of all, elude the
adult gaze inside the Metropolitan Museum that would send them home.
While they attempt to get away from their parents and have fun, they find
themselves entangled in a mystery to solve, finding clues and using their
research resources. This novel is a fantasy of the museum at night as both a
protective, safe space for two children who need a place to hide in Manhattan
and one of excitement, evasion, mystery, and rule-bending antics. The young
protagonists have a moderate level of agency and freedom to explore, but
the protective space of the museum is underlined by pedagogic imperatives
of museums as educational sites for young people. While the young people
have agency without parental authority or supervision, they practice self-
discipline, following other social rules of the space. Moreover, the text is a
fantasy of idealized child patrons who learn about the artifacts, follow tours,
sit quietly in galleries, and try to research artifacts like real-life curators. The
Mixed-Up Files . . . invites readers to imagine running away from home and
sleeping in the exhibits while also engaging in a relatively educational archival
mystery. Zimmerman observes: “The children are not so much running away
from home as they are running toward a richer sense of self in context, and
they choose museums as the best places to find what they seek. These child
protagonists come to know themselves in relation to objects and displays
they find in museums. They are observers and would-be curators, but they
are also objects themselves” (2015: 45). But how would this fantasy text be
different if Claudia and her brother were represented as visible minorities,
not wealthy, white, well-educated suburbanites with upper-crust New York
cultural knowledge and behavior modeled at school and home? What if they
were young people who were not fully physically mobile and would not be
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able to hide or access the exhibits in a particular way or young people who
were adolescents (often coded as more dangerous or labeled “at-risk” youth)?
Even young people who did not have the same curatorial, archival, and aca-
demic curiosity or social currency and ingenuity would not have been able
to blend in at the museum or to understand why to prioritize certain objects
or artifacts in the central mystery around the fabled Michelangelo’s Angel.

The experience of running away is focused on the young siblings; however,
the narrator is an adult, Mrs. Basil Frankweiler—reinforcing this fantasy of
agency as an adult one. Claudia says:

“But, Mrs. Frankweiler, you should want to learn one new thing every
day. We did even at the museum.” “No.” I answered, “T don’t agree with
that. I think you should learn, of course, and some days you must
learn a great deal. But you should also have days when you allow
what is already in you to swell up inside of you until it touches every-
thing. And you can feel it inside you. If you never take time out to let
that happen, then you just accumulate facts, and they begin to rattle
around inside of you. You can make noise with them, but never really
feel anything with them. It’s hollow.” (Konigsburg 1967: 153)

This exchange illustrates a contradiction between the adult’s fetishization
of a slower experiential immersive learning that is often idealized as child-
like, while Claudia, the child, wants to follow the adult structure of didactic,
fact-based learning even in her runaway experience. Mrs. Frankweiler, the
omnipotent narrator of the book, instructs the children in an embodied
form of knowledge, one that they feel, and chooses to overlook the feelings
of insecurity that the museum might lead them to have.

The opening page of The Night at the Museum shows Larry the night
guard’s pleasure looking up in the mirror as he dresses in his “wonderful new
uniform with shiny brass buttons” with open boxes of tissue paper on the
floor and his arms spread as he delights in the image, that of “a general, or
a policeman, or a pilot” (Trenc 1993: 1). The masculine, protective identities
presented in the text contrast with the childlike image of the guard dressing
up, with his scrolly, mauve, oval mirror, socked feet, arms spread and fingers
raised, with a delighted smile and closed eyes conjuring make-believe or a
dress-up moment of glee. The oblique angle of the mirror in the drawing
does not reflect back to him the character in the book, but the angle brings
the reader into a triangular formation where they act as the mirror reflecting
Larry and his image alike. This explicit reflection invites the reader to see
what it would be like to be a museum guard, the notion gesturing to the idea
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that, unlike a curator with specialized knowledge and training, anyone (even
a child!) could be a museum guard. As a blue-collar job, this text points to a
less-rarified employment with the museum for one who has not necessarily
gained all the knowledge that the museum claims to teach.

As Larry arrives at the museum’s main hall, he is greeted by the chief
guard, a man with a bushy gray mustache who is stouter and stands taller
than Larry. The chief guard refers to Larry as “my boy” and gives him an “easy
task” to watch over the dinosaur skeletons for the night. Larry is reassured
by the chief, as a parent who is putting their child to sleep might do, that
“everything will be okay. I'll check on you in the morning” (Trenc 1993: 4).
Larry’s small stature is again emphasized, having to reach above his head for
the large door’s handle as he closes the door. On the facing page, Larry falls
asleep with a smile on his face, slumped in his chair beneath the museum’s
emblematic Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton in the entry hall.

When Larry wakes up, the dinosaurs appear to be gone, and he sets out on
a quest to find them, their location a mystery to solve. On his tour through
the museum’s various exhibit halls, the other guards smile at him and ask
for his help with “little jobs,” which Larry completes dutifully, finding large
bones in every exhibit and learning that sometimes the dinosaurs “wan-
der off if youre not careful” (Trenc 1993: 5). Larry’s childlike carelessness is
emphasized and his newness to the job reinforced. After learning that all
the exhibits come out for the night to stretch their legs, Larry is shocked
to observe the feeding and care of all the animals coming to life. William
Clark, of the Lewis and Clark exhibit (whose adult figures are sepia-toned,
playing cards and drinking coffee in the staffroom), refers to Larry as “little
fellah” and reveals the joke: that the dinosaurs were playing hide-and-seek
with Larry as an initiation ritual.

At the end of the night, Larry calls “Olly-olly-ox-in-free [sic],” and the
dinosaurs return to their places in exhibits for the day, just in time for the
museunts visitors, including six of the eight children featured in the book,
to arrive. The chief guard returns and asks Larry to cover the job of a day
guard out sick since he (sarcastically) “had a tough job napping among the
dinosaurs” (Trenc 1993: 24). The story ends with the adage aimed at the child
readers of the text: “So if you see a guard asleep when you visit the museum,
don’t wake him up. He might be recovering from a very difficult night,” fac-
ing an image of two children smiling at Larry sleeping in his guard’s chair,
while the exhibit gorilla in the background shushes the reader to keep the
secret about what really happens at night in the museum.

The utility of this text in understanding agency is how Larry’s childlike
character demonstrates common adult relations to children: being chided to



222 NAOMI HAMER AND ANN MARIE MURNAGHAN

be careful, being teased when facing new situations, being belittled in their
use of diminutive language, being tricked and deceived by the dinosaurs,
and being asked to keep secrets when faced with unusual knowledges like
the whole museum coming alive at night. While children’s agency is absent
in this text, unlike The Mixed-Up Files, the notion that children, as outsiders
to museum professions, could provide the museum with a useful contribu-
tion through their subject positions lies in wait. Can their unfamiliarity with
museum protocol allow them to see, or shine a flashlight on, ways that muse-
ums could become more open to critical inquiry? Could their good faith
approach to searching for answers lead to new analyses for old puzzles of
interpretation? Could their willingness to believe that there are some inher-
ent qualities in artifacts lead them to emotionally informed readings or more
participatory understandings of the interplay between artifact and action?
Following the popular and profitable success of the first Night at the
Museum film based on Trenc’s text, with its box office gross of half a billion
dollars worldwide, A Night at the Museum events and programming spread
from New York’s American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) around
the world.! Many of these events follow the same format, with flashlighted
self-guided tours invoking both the notion of an illicit night visit (or the
night guard’s preferred tool for their nightly rounds) and the uncovering of
a mystery or other collection of clues. Some museums have events that run
all night, knowing that children’s excitement around being in the museum
exceeds their ability to sleep. Often known as museum sleepovers, these
events are generally expensive, with prices around $150 per person for the
family sleepover events and $350 per person for the adults-only version at
the American Museum of Natural History (2023), whereas smaller regional
museums have costs as low as sixty dollars per person. Some museums have
a one-on-one policy for adults and children and others allow up to five
children per parent, for example, the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto,
Canada. The age ranges for these programs are also prescribed, with the
AMNH allowing ages six to thirteen, and on Scout nights, six- to sixteen-
year-olds are welcome. Reviews of these programs generally remark that the
museums are cold, yet the children enjoy the experience of staying up late
and snacking, the search and find activities, and the films that are shown in
the galleries where the patrons sleep. Apart from the museum being dark and
the time being night, children are not allowed to transgress the museum’s
rules, enter many of the galleries, or see the museum exhibits come to life
despite the programs’ titles (and the fictional texts they are all familiar with).
The sleepover rules are extensive and registration is required, and dinner
and breakfast are often provided. Since the beginning of the COVID-19



THE MUSEUM AT NIGHT: YOUNG PEOPLE’S AGENCY AND CITIZENSHIP 223

pandemic, some of the sleepover events (including at the AMNH) have
been canceled, while the adult evening museum programming has recently
resumed, although many museums have reopened these events as lucrative
attractions for their growing memberships.

On the fiftieth anniversary of The Mixed-Up Files, the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York hosted a program where young museum visi-
tors were invited to superficially consume the museum and elements of the
book in multiple and heavily structured ways, including a classic educational
activity of collection and finding objects and exhibits mentioned in the book,
followed by the remediation of the same activity through a social media
scavenger hunt and a selfie station to reenact the “iconic” book cover. The
program concluded with the literal consumption of a book cookie inspired
by Konigsberg’s novel (bringing us full circle back to Cookie Monster from
Don't Eat the Pictures described above but following the rules of appropriate
consumption). Nina Simon in Participatory Museum (2010) discusses dif-
ferent modes of participation designed by curators and offered to museum
patrons. Following Simon’s framework, the fiftieth-anniversary events offer
a superficial level of participation primarily focused on collection or con-
sumption rather than a contributory or critical engagement with the museum
exhibits or the narrative of the novel. As observed by Hamer, there is “a gap
between critical work in children’s literature scholarship and the curatorial
decisions made in the planning of children’s book exhibits. This is doubly
true for those exhibits that prioritize creative hands-on engagement and
immersive experiences of the story worlds over critical engagement with
discursive representations” (2019: 397). This is particularly true of texts and
programs around the museum at night, when fantasies about the museum
space and collections are at the center of the activities.

Karen LeFrak, an author and composer, wrote Sleepover at the Museum
(2019), a picture book and orchestral accompaniment that exemplifies the
line walked between didacticism and fantasy in museum sleepover programs.
Since so many children could no longer experience the night at the museum
programming, they can through Mason, the lead character in this tale who
celebrates his birthday at the sleepover program at the American Museum
of Natural History with his two friends for the child readers (and listeners).
The dreamy illustrations by David Bucs highlight some of the beloved sites in
the museum, like the blue whale and the long, dark hallways filled with cases.
Alongside the story about the children solving riddles in a scavenger hunt
and following the map of the museum included in the book are corny trivia
quips about exhibits provided by the children as they contemplate which hall
they should sleep in if they win the scavenger hunt. The children’s headlamps
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and bedrolls on their backs in the illustrations point to the real-life encoun-
ter in the museum sleepover, which echoed the fantastical encounter in the
film, which was based on the picture book. The New York Philharmonic
debuted the orchestral piece, introduced on YouTube by Grammy-winning
producer David Foster (New York Philharmonic 2020) as part of the “Fun at
the Phil” family programming. The dramatic music highlights the imagina-
tive fantasies that come to life in the children’s experience of their night at
the museum, eventually settling on sleeping beneath the blue whale, although
in their dreamscapes, they rest on the whale’s head as he swims in a pod.

HOW CHILDREN’S CITIZENSHIP CAN
TRANSFORM MUSEUM PROGRAMMING THROUGH
TRUTH-TELLING AND RECLAMATION

Inside our chosen texts, children and museums are presented both real-
istically and fantastically, reinforcing assumptions about child learning,
participation, and curiosity but also representing child protagonists with
varying levels of agency in their engagement. However, outside the texts,
children’s programming at museums has cultivated a more domestic rela-
tionship between children and museums through the museum sleepover but
intentionally establishes a distance between young people and their direct
engagement as active contributors to the museum knowledge and cultures.
While museums inside the texts tend to be more fantastical, where children
get to sleep, play, and hide their belongings in the exhibits (in Konigsburg’s
text) or see the museum come to life in the adaptation of Trenc’s text, the
fantasies of their active citizenship in participating in museum programming
and curation have been limited. We argue that we can use the fantastical
representations of children’s nights at the museum to enhance the experi-
ence of children’s museum programming. One of the central aims of critical
children’s museology (Patterson 2021) is to take children’s perspectives and
contributions seriously, and our approach aims to mine the fantastical texts
for their examples of critical thought as a way to return to the museum pro-
gramming with an emphasis on young people’s agency in the museum space.

While museum studies have begun to reimagine the museum with a
focus on civic engagement and dialogue in the public sphere, in Simon’s
(2010) words as “participatory; very few programs for young people invite
rigorous participation or critique. Young people are not encouraged to
challenge or question the museum as an institution through the disrup-
tions proposed by the decolonizing or queering the museum movements.
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Sullivan and Middleton discuss how historically museum curation exempli-
fied “[a]n attempt to create a grand narrative which was at once didactic,
encyclopedic, objective, ethnographic, and intended to educate a ‘genuinely
interested’ liberal, bourgeois audience” (Sullivan and Middleton 2011: 46).
The texts and programs discussed in this chapter show how museums
continue to sustain the educational elements of creating a grand narrative.
There are a few textual examples in the genre, such as the picture book How
the Sphinx Got to the Museum (Hartland 2010), that illustrate how artifacts
are created, collected, and brought to the museum millennia later, but this
text does not delve directly into the political issues around the recent rise
in repatriation of objects that were gathered through specious methods
during colonial acquisitions.

The National Film Board of Canada’s animated film This Is Your Museum
Speaking (Smith 1979) presents an early example of how a filmic text used
the museum at night to show some of the ways objects may voice untold
histories. Perhaps one of the first children’s films to feature the museum’s
dinosaur skeleton coming to life, this “soft-sell educational piece” (Maltin
1980: 78) invited children to accompany a night guard and his dog to work
and experience the exhibits coming to life, guided by Muse, the goddess of
the museum. The puzzled night guard does not see the value in the artifacts
before his tour guide encourages him to “take what you do know and use
your imagination” As an antidote to the adage that “technology is the future;”
paintings, costumes, and artifacts speak to the guard and let him know that
the artifacts belonged to real people. A pair of moccasins transport him to
a precontact moment before European settlers began to settle and trade
in North America (bringing disease and violence to these communities),
noting that the museum itself is located on Indigenous land. Breaking the
fourth wall and looking directly at the viewer, the night guard begins to see
how history is embedded in his own city. And the museum’s cartographic
icon marks it as common to all cities instead of a specified location as in the
texts described above.

More recent multiplatform performance work has taken acts of language
and cultural reclamation far beyond this. An album by Jeremy Dutcher, a
Wolastoqiyik member of the Tobique First Nation, draws upon archival
recordings of traditional Maliseet songs at the Canadian Museum of His-
tory not known by young community members (Brocklehurst 2018). The
Museum of Vancouver’s exhibit “There is Truth Here: Creativity and Resil-
ience in Children’s Art from Indian Residential and Day Schools,” curated by
Andrea Walsh, drew upon children’s artwork created at residential schools
as a form of truth-telling:
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“There is Truth Here” brings a new line to bear on the role of art
as part of children’s knowledge, identity, and experiences of Indian
Residential and Day Schools. Through paintings, drawings, sewing,
beading, drumming, singing, and drama produced by children and
youth who attended schools in British Columbia and Manitoba the
exhibition seeks to contribute in vital and new ways to dialogues and
initiative about truth telling, reconciliation, and redress in Canada.
(Museum of Vancouver 2019)

The exhibit included audio and video testimonies by the child artists as adults
and, in some cases, their own children who responded to this work decades
later, particularly in terms of the role of art as therapeutic, reflective, and criti-
cally engaging during a period of trauma. Here, we can see real engagement
with serious issues of critical importance to a more realistic perspective on
Canadian heritage. By incorporating children as agentic actors who create
art, who interpret art, and who contribute to contemporary culture, these
museum programs are highlighting the best of participatory approaches. By
working with adults instead of having to evade them (The Mixed-Up Files . . .)
or pretend to be them (Night at the Museum), children’s points of view can
contribute to the museum to make richer exhibits that reckon with reality.

WAYS FORWARD: CHILDREN
AS ACTIVE CURATORS AND CITIZENS

Ellen Yates and colleagues (2022) have offered that museums can indeed
incorporate children’s perspectives into museums by focusing on the notion
that children are “experiencers” instead of patrons. As Emily Murphy, Sonali
Kulkarni, and Emilie Owens argue in part IV of this volume, youth’s pres-
ence and participation in the public sphere, both in the physical archive
and in the virtual world of BookTok, is vital to their sense of agency and
citizenship. The fictional texts we have discussed here seem to support this
proposition, where children’s fantasies about the spaces blur the boundaries
between (sleepover) dreams and realities. But what would museum program-
ming that challenges museum narratives and narratives about children’s
passive citizenship look like? Monica Patterson (2021) has pointed to the
“Anything Goes” exhibit at the National Museum in Warsaw, Poland, as a
superb example where museum curators supported children’s lead in design-
ing and executing new technology to make children’s fantasies come to life.
Childrens interest in spooky lighting and violent themes were represented in
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many of the galleries, with animations bringing new immersive techniques
and nontraditional layouts to the display of artifacts. Children’s imaginative
labels, replete with spelling errors and in their handwriting, accompanied
traditional didactic labels beside the artifacts. From activity-based installa-
tions like huge crossword puzzles to simple stairs to allow smaller bodies to
view artifacts more closely, the exhibit manipulated the traditional notions
of citizenship: there were indeed new rules and new ways of educating in
this child-directed exhibit. At the same time, some of the children’s sugges-
tions were limited by adults’ safety concerns about suspending furniture
from the ceiling or concerns about propriety over the children’s desire to
make bedsheets with prints from a painting of a decaying female body. Pat-
terson (2021: 341) points to the importance of “sharing institutional authority
with children” and engaging young people in the process of curation, not
just assuming they all want dinosaurs to come to life, pharaohs to talk to
them, and to swim alongside the blue whale in their dreams. These realistic
contributions help to move the work forward, highlighting how considering
children’s agency requires working with, instead of on, children.

NOTE

1. Helsinki’s Night of the Arts in 1989, Berlin’s The Long Night of Museums in 1997, and
Paris’s Nuit Blanche in 2001 were some of the precursors to these types of night events, al-
though these focused on a visit (not a stay) and a network of museums and other cultural
venues open at night and less family-oriented programming.
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Chapter 13

YOUNG ADULT AGENCY ON BOOKTOK

A Practice Theory Inquiry into Young Readers’ Active
Reshaping of Digital Literary Criticism on TikTok

SONALI KULKARNI AND EMILIE OWENS

The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writ-
ing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in
its origin but its destination.

—ROLAND BARTHES, THE DEATH OF THE AUTHOR, 1967

In August 2020, author Adam Silvera found himself in an enviable situation:
several years after the release of his YA novel They Both Die at the End (2017),
it witnessed a significant surge in popularity and sales, at once exciting and
confounding the author. It quickly became apparent that the second life of
Silvera’s novel was the result of a viral “trend” on BookTok in which young
readers made and uploaded short videos of their reactions to the ending of
the novel, speaking to its cathartic nature. #BookTok compiles a wide range
of similarly bookish videos in which young readers review, recommend, and
rate books, discuss problematic content, and so on (Harris 2021; Jerasa and
Boffone 2021). Although adolescents uploading videos on a social media plat-
form is a seemingly straightforward practice, the case of BookTok demands
an investigation of the new ways in which young people are positioning
themselves as knowers and active agents in the literary sphere. We respond to
this demand by drawing attention to young readers’ use of TikTok to express
their opinions about books and the ways in which self-positioning as liter-
ary knowers relates to or contrasts conventional forms of literary criticism.

Our research is motivated by the pervasive nature and relevance of Book-
Tok in (post-)pandemic literary zeitgeist. Since its international release in
September 2017, TikTok has become one of the most downloaded apps in
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the world, with over one billion users in the second quarter of 2022 (Moh-
sin 2022). #BookTok, in its own right, has over seventy-seven billion views
globally and is one of the most popular hashtags on TikTok (TikTok 2022).
As a result, “Best of BookTok” displays are now commonplace in online
and offline bookstores, featuring books that are most talked about on the
platform. These include a significant portion of YA novels by authors such
as Silvera, Sarah J. Maas, and Alice Oseman. This is unsurprising since, at
the time of writing in 2022, over 47 percent of TikTok users are between ten
and twenty-nine years old, indicating the popularity and importance of the
platform in youth culture (Dean 2022).

Conventionally, the meteoric rise of digital platforms such as TikTok has
been understood by reading researchers and cultural commentators through
a lens of anxiety concerning a decline in positive reading behaviors (Carr
2010). This is due to the supposed “End of Books” (Coover 1992) at the hands
of the digital. While several of the concerns expressed by the detractors of
internet use by young people merit urgent attention, generalizations about
the largely negative effects of the internet and the digital sphere abound (see
Twenge, Martin, and Spitzberg 2019; Natanson 2018), leading to a false binary
between the digital and the literary. This is not to say that the contours of
reading and book culture have remained unchanged within the evolving
media landscape. They have changed consistently, leading to new forms and
modes of reading (Andersen et al. 2021). Consequently, scholarly discourse
is likewise moving toward an understanding of reading as a “situated phe-
nomenon that evolves in the intersection of media developments, literary
trends, and social practices” (Andersen et al. 2021: 136). This intersection
is aptly illustrated by the case of BookTok, where the confluence of media
developments and changing reader practices create a new set of opportuni-
ties to reexamine youth reading.

For said reexamination, we will focus on media practices, a theoretical
method suitable for articulating the nuanced changes wrought to social and
cultural spheres—for example, that of literary criticism and appreciation—by
digital media technologies such as TikTok. This method decentralizes the
focus from either the media as a text or the user as an audience and allows
instead for an approach that acknowledges a range of behaviors on and
associated with media by individuals and groups within a given context. So,
in this instance, rather than focusing on what is happening to an individual
as a result of TikTok, we are invited by practice theory to consider what an
individual is doing in relation to TikTok. Given that the notion of agency—
understood as the central tenet of this volume—relies upon the ability of
an individual to make choices and act for themselves (Cavazzoni et al. 2021;
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Robson 2007), this emphasis on the active work of doing is well suited to
comprehensively examining young people’s agency within the digital literary
sphere. In keeping with the overall theme of part IV of this volume, we argue
that by taking this approach to the examination of the digital literary space
of BookTok, we can begin to better understand how young people are using
TikTok (and similar technologies) to exercise readerly agency and demon-
strate their literary knowledge, shifting and ultimately expanding what it is
to know about books and literature within the digital sphere.

CURRENT TRENDS IN BOOKTOK RESEARCH

BookTok may be a relatively new phenomenon within the broader liter-
ary sphere, but it has nevertheless been the subject of numerous studies.
Broadly speaking, current publication on the topic of BookTok can be
divided into three categories: non-literature-oriented (and often celebratory)
consumer research; pedagogical research, focusing on literacy development;
and library-related studies. Within the first and most populated category,
numerous articles have appeared in publishing-oriented journals that focus
on the transformative potential of BookTok as a tool for book marketing
(McIlroy 2022; Stewart 2022), for detailing its role in turning books from
the backlist into bestsellers (Stewart 2021; Vatner 2022), or for exploring the
broader influence of TikTok’s viral nature on the commercial positioning
of books (Delemos 2021). While many of these consumer research-oriented
reports are positive in tone, citing the commercial successes already seen on
BookTok, there are also more cautionary articles suggesting that this digital
literary trend cannot be relied upon for consistent success (Apple 2022;
O’Sullivan 2022). Site-specific investigations of the relationship between
BookTok and the publishing industry also exist: Paula Cuestas et al. (2022)
have explored the changes wrought by BookToK’s viral trends in Argentina,
concluding that shifting reading practices, especially among young female
TikTok users, are influencing the national publishing landscape.
Occupying the second category are a handful of studies that empha-
size the potential of BookTok in service of broader literacy development
among young people. Trevor Boffone and Sarah Jerasa, for example, have
undertaken research on BookTok in relation to youth literacy within queer
reading communities (Boffone and Jerasa 2021), as well as the out-of-school
reading practices of young people (Jerasa and Boffone 2021). They conclude
that it is essential to recognize adolescents’ use of TikTok as an authentic
form of reading and literary engagement. Brenda K. Wiederhold (2022) has
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also written from a psychological perspective on the potential of Book-
Tok to reignite an enjoyment of reading among young people, and Michael
Dezuanni et al. (2022) have examined how the reading practices of young
people—their engagement with the concept of literacy but also their experi-
ence of book-related culture more broadly—are influenced by digital trends
such as BookTok and Bookstagram.

Third, and finally, is the category of research relating to library studies that
explores how TikTok—and more specifically, BookTok—can help develop
strategies for book collection at a public and private level. Though some of
these studies offer a similarly celebratory perspective as those suggesting Book-
Tok will change the world of publishing and sales for the better (Kelly 2022;
Roberts 2021), there have also been critical approaches that seek to better
understand how the digital literary world of BookTok might shape the prac-
tices of librarians as curators of reading experiences. In a brief article for the
Association of College and Research Libraries, Dina Mashiyane (2022) high-
lights the importance of taking account of book trends across digital platforms
such as BookTok in creating a diverse, relevant, and engaging library collection.
The platform, she argues, can be used to “build a collection appealing to the
TikTok generation of library users to entice and nurture their leisure reading
behaviours” (450). This sentiment is reflected in an earlier, more in-depth
research article by Margeret K. Merga (2021), who undertakes an analysis of
how reader advisory services—notably those of libraries—can utilize content
on BookTok to enhance their informational offering to young people, thus
contributing to their broader reading practices. She writes the following:

Libraries’ reader advisory services for young people can use these
findings from analysis of BookTok content to build young reader
friendly spaces and give greater primacy to current popular com-
monalities informing recommendations, such as emotional response
in readers’ advisory services. Further research could explore how such
interventions are received by young people who are both members
and non-members of the BookTok community to determine their
broader utility. (Merga 2021: 8)

While these studies, especially those in the latter two categories, are clearly
relevant to the field of children’s literature, it is notable that across this
research landscape the emphasis is placed primarily on how BookTok pro-
motes, relates to, takes away from, or can serve the broader aims of read-
ing promotion; in short, these are perspectives that focus on literacy. And
while acknowledging that this focus is urgent within our field, we seek to
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move instead toward an understanding of BookTok from the perspective
of reader agency and literary criticism. How do young people express their
opinions about the books they read? And how do their ways of positioning
themselves as literary knowers relate to or contrast conventional forms of
literary criticism? Taking such questions as a point of departure, we propose
an expansion in scope from considerations of literacy on BookTok to a con-
ceptualization of the literary on BookTok to emphasize young people’s use of
digital media to create spaces for active participation in literary discourses
to which they may have been previously denied access.

EPISTEMICS OF THE DIGITAL LITERARY SPHERE

BookTok represents only the most recent noteworthy instance of book-related
content online. In 2022, the internet hosted many books in pdf and audio
form, as well as countless examples of what Simone Murray fittingly refers to
as “book talk,”“book review websites, self-cataloguing library networks, author
home pages, publishers’ portals, online book retailers, archived writers’ festival
panel sessions, and recorded celebrity author readings” (2018: 1). The term
she uses to account for the complexity of this now-rich history of books and
book-related activities on the internet is the digital literary sphere, arguing that
literary scholars must take account of the digital realm in order to comprehend
how their area of focus is transformed, and transforming, in a contemporary
media landscape. In further research, she also stresses the need to “cease con-
ceptualising the analogue and digital as ontological opposites” and focus instead
on their interdependence and mutual revivification (Murray 2021: 971). Such a
conceptualization of understanding reading and book culture as a part of, and
not in opposition to, the larger media ecology is not always reflected in scholarly
and popular discourse on the topic. For instance, Robert Coover (1992), among
several others, prophesied the “End of Books” at the hands of the internet,
fearing that the codex was an outdated type of technology. In hindsight, this
pronouncement presents itself as a form of “media panic”: an intensely negative
popular reaction to new media that are perceived to threaten a normative way
of life (Drotner 2013: 18). In this case, cultures of reading. This is not to say that
reading and book culture has gone unaffected by technological developments.
As Murray rightly states: “While the central tenet of 1990s-style digital futur-
ism—the death of the book—has failed to materialise, digital processes and
platforms undeniably infiltrate the global book industry at every stage: from
production . . . to consumption (reader reviews, fan fiction, bookish social
networking, amateur booktubing, bookstagramming)” (2021: 971).
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The infiltration of digital platforms and processes in literary consump-
tion is of particular relevance to our exploration of young readers’ agentic
reshaping of literary criticism via BookTok as it has opened a wide range
of avenues for ordinary readers to exercise their critical voices, shifting the
ways in which criticism is written and read, as well as the role it plays in the
literary field (Neima 2017: 51). Conventional forms of literary criticism are
characterized by a strict hierarchy between author, critic, and reader, with
the latter playing a largely passive receptive role. The critic, in this case, is
usually a professional employed by newspapers and magazines. The media-
tion of reading and reception through the internet, however, has resulted in
the collapse of the author-critic-reader triad, creating a “horizontal network
of lay readers, who can take the decision of what should be published and
read in their own hands” (Neima 2017: 52), also discussed in this volume by
Schulz. Such conceptualizations feed into the idea of a cultural democracy
where critical authority has shifted from the few to the many. Unsurprisingly,
this popular enfranchisement has been met with enthusiasm and alarm in
equal measure; some cultural commentators express concern about “the
degradation of literary taste” as a result (Sutherland 2006, n.p.). Murray
(2018) provides further nuance in this polarized debate, stating succinctly,
“We are witnessing the literary critical equivalent not of an absolute monar-
chy nor a proletarian revolt, but something poised ambiguously in between”
(Murray 2018: 113).

We agree with Murray in that the state of contemporary literary criticism
is indeed ambiguous, with elite professionals and amateurs occupying dif-
ferent but complementary positions within the literary field, compelling a
renegotiation of our ideas of expertise and agency. And even though we are
decidedly not in the midst of a proletarian literary revolt, the power vested
in lay readers to determine the success of a particular book is significant
enough to merit further discussion on readerly agency, a discussion that
takes into account new platforms and ways of exercising critical authority.
The case of Silvera’s novel presented above makes this abundantly clear.
Particularly, this “non-elite reception” (Allington 2016: 258) of literature
comprises atypical forms of literary criticism such as vlogging (as seen on
BookTube) and personal and affective reviews (as seen on Goodreads).
And while the atypical nature of such cases as BookTube and Goodreads,
for instance, has been studied (see Steiner 2008; Allington 2016; Jaakkola
2019), BookTok has gone largely unnoticed as a platform for literary criti-
cism. Moreover, scholars such as Luke Neima and Daniel Allington dis-
cuss issues of democratization wherein lay readers—who were previously
excluded from literary criticism—find an avenue for exerting influence on
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literary taste. Notably, however, another category of readers that has been
consistently excluded from mainstream literary criticism is missing from
these scholarly discussions: children and young adults.

The present volume demonstrates that the discussions on the voice of
children and young adults that are missing in the scholarly work cited above
increasingly take center stage in current children literature studies. A result
of the decisive “childist turn” in the field, this focus on the child as an agentic
being challenges the image of the powerless child that had come to define the
power dynamics central to children’ literature. In fact, so dominant was such
an image that Swedish scholar Maria Nikolajeva conceptualized children’s
literature as “a unique art and communication form, deliberately created
by those in power for the powerless” (2010: 8). A wide range of theoretical
discussions have since consistently problematized this scholarly imagina-
tion of the child (see Gubar 2013; Garcia-Gonzalez and Deszcz-Tryhubczak
2020; van Lierop-Debrauwer 2022). We build on this burgeoning strand of
research within our field to propose a reexamination of BookTok and young
readers’ use thereof to position themselves as rightful literary knowers and
commentators in ways that are hitherto unrecognized.

We particularly turn to Helma van Lierop-Debrauwer’s (2022) recent
contribution, in which she rereads key research from her illustrious career
through the lens of onto-epistemic (in)justice (Murris 2013). The concept
of onto-epistemic (in)justice derives from Miranda Fricker’s (2007) work
on epistemic injustice.' Ian James Kidd, José Medina, and Gaile Pohlhaus
(2017) define epistemic injustice as “those forms of unfair treatment that
relate to issues of knowledge, understanding, and participation in com-
municative practices” (1). For example, the systemic disregard for the medi-
cal narratives and symptoms of women by healthcare professionals would
amount to epistemic injustice since their position as knowers is not respected.
Building on this, Karin Murris (2013) recognizes that, much like women in
the above example, children have been historically disregarded as knowers
solely as a function of their being a child and introduces the related term
onto-epistemic (in)justice. This concept has since been operationalized by
Joanna Haynes and Murris (2019), Macarena Garcia-Gonzélez and Justyna
Deszcz-Tryhubczak (2020), and van Lierop-Debrauwer (2022) in relation
to children’s literature. The latter explicitly includes young adults in this
category and applies the concept to their role as literary critics. For example,
van Lierop-Debrauwer writes of the decision in the Netherlands to establish
a national children’s jury in 1988 to adjudicate children’s books awards; at
the time, detractors argued that including children as judges was a threat to



YOUNG ADULT AGENCY ON BOOKTOK: A PRACTICE THEORY INQUIRY 237

critical standards since they are too young to read and evaluate books criti-
cally, an argument that displays ageist ideologies rooted in onto-epistemic
injustice. She also draws a striking parallel between the alarmist narrative
developed around these child juries and the fear of degradation of literary
standards due to digital criticism by lay readers. In both cases, those con-
ventionally bearing the power to shape literary shapes and standards display
anxiety over critical authority shifting to those previously excluded.

In BookTok, we find a phenomenon that is not only digital but also pri-
marily driven by young people’s participation. By means of short and engag-
ing videos, young readers create content that reviews/recommends books
that they read, dramatizes the contents of the book or even their reading
experience, or, in their most abstract form, presents the aesthetic of a par-
ticular book. Explaining the popularity of such literary content, an article
in The Guardian states:

BookTokers capture the “visceral reaction” to a book, which doesn’t
come across in a written review, Horrox [publicity manager of Silveras
novel] says. “There’s something about the fact that it is under a min-
ute. People who are consuming this content want stuff that’s quicker
and snappier all the time—you watch a 32-second video and some-
one’s like: “This book has LGBTQ romance, it’s really heartbreaking,
it’s speculative fiction’ And then the viewers think: ‘Oh, OK, those are

»

all things that 'm interested in. I'll go buy it”” (Flood 2021: n.p.)

This proclamation of BookToK’s ability to capture visceral reactions aligns
with Ann Steiner’s (2008) observation that literary criticism online is decid-
edly personal, intimate, and affective. Murray (2018) places this affective turn
in opposition to literary academe’s “palpable unease with literary affect” (126).
The informal space of BookTok challenges this unease and uses affect as one
of its main tools (see Martens et al. 2022). Against the backdrop of the above
discussion on the onto-epistemic injustice faced by young people as knowers
of the literary, in the following analysis, we examine how—among other prac-
tices—affect is wielded by young readers in their literary-epistemic practices
on BookTok. We argue that these evolving practices unearth unconventional
forms of literary knowing and exemplify young readers’ active reshaping of
the digital literary criticism on BookTok. To examine this in further detail, we
propose an approach borrowed from media studies that brings an emphasis
on practice to the fore.
In his book Media, Society, World, Nick Couldry writes the following:
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A practice approach starts not with media texts or media institutions
but from media-related practice in all its looseness and openness. It
asks quite simply: what are people (individuals, groups, institutions)
doing in relation to media across a whole range of situations and con-
texts? How is people’s media-related practice related, in turn, to their
wider agency? The outcome, potentially, is a new paradigm for media
research. (Couldry 2012: 37, emphasis original)

Understanding practices as the basic units of study for researching digital
media—such as TikTok or, more specifically, BookTok—thus foregrounds
an emphasis on the user and their choices and how the relationship between
those choices over time begins to shape the structure of the media them-
selves; namely, how user agency can and does influence media technologies,
not only the other way around. Couldry states that the aim of this is to “estab-
lish . . . the new principles by which practices related to media are demar-
cated . . . [by looking] closely at what people are doing, saying and thinking
in relation to media” (2012: 40). So, rather than conducting a traditional
analysis based in the deconstruction of a media text as a digital object—in
so doing, conceptualizing it as a discrete entity with the ability to effect a user
wholesale—we can use an analysis based on an understanding of practices
to focus instead on the complex relationships between the digital media as a
text and the individual human user as a member of a broader social world.

This is of particular relevance to young people’s engagement with media;
as cultural anthropologist Mizuko Ito notes, there is a tendency within
children’s media studies to “fetishize technology as a force with its own
internal logic standing outside of history, society and culture” (2008: 402).
She argues that research that seeks to comprehensively examine the role
of digital media in childhood must instead cultivate an “understanding of
practice and participation from the view of young people” (411, emphasis
mine). To this end, Stine Liv Johansen has created a model for applying the
principles of practice theory to children’s media specifically, building on the
work of Couldry and other mediatization scholars to identify the ways in
which “media are being used by children to anchor physical practices . . .
and communities” (2017: 8). Her ethnographic study of how children use
the video-sharing website YouTube operationalizes the principles of practice
theory laid out by Couldry—identifying what the young people in her study
were doing and saying in relation to YouTube—to draw conclusions about
their agency in pursuing what interests them and participating in their
communities. This attests to the utility of practice theory in examinations
of agency vis-a-vis young people.
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Approaching the study of digital media in this way allows us to con-
ceptualize how young people choose to make use of technologies to carve
out space for themselves within set cultural frameworks that are otherwise
adult-centric and adult-controlled. Johansens work emphasizes the way in
which “aspects of mediatized play . . . challenge these set frameworks . . . for
instance, children can use the iPad to communicate without adult permis-
sion or restriction” (2017: 8). As children and young people develop the skills
to use these technologies, so too do they begin to develop practices that
challenge, subvert, or entirely avoid existing adult power structures; “social
media and video sharing platforms (act) . . . for better and for worse, as a
sort of online ‘bicycle shed, a space where play culture can take place outside
the reach of the adult gaze” (9, emphasis mine). Though this research was
published one year before the launch of TikTok in the international market,
Johansen’s argument regarding the liberatory potential of children’s digital
media practices has become even more salient in light of the ubiquity of the
app and its intense popularity among children in particular. The fact that any
child who has learned the basic functions of a smartphone can first record
and then post a TikTok video has several significant implications for the
cultural frameworks that formerly governed, for example, the literary sphere.

READER PRACTICES ON BOOKTOK

It has been noted that selecting videos for analysis on TikTok presents cer-
tain distinct challenges (Owens, 2024); famously, the application decides
which videos will be shown to any given individual using a complex rec-
ommendation algorithm that takes into account a wealth of information
such as age, location, gender, and previous TikTok browsing habits like
the amount of time spent watching one particular video or the frequency
with which certain other types of videos are scrolled past (TikTok 2020).
In the interest of both expediency and continuity, we selected videos that
are a part of the viral trend relating to Silvera’s novel They Both Die at the
End (2016), used as an illustrative example at the beginning of the chapter.
The method for selection was as follows: the words “they both die at the
end” were typed into the search function of TikTok. The second and third
videos that appeared at the top of the search results were analyzed. The
reason for this was to get a fair and accurate snapshot of the trend without
first “screening” the videos and skewing the analysis toward content that the
authors predetermined would speak to the aims. The videos can be viewed
by scanning the following QR codes.
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Figure 13.1. QR code for Video A by @abbyshooks Figure 13.2. QR code for Video B by @hua.b

Operating within the critical framework laid out above that highlights the
digital sphere as a potential space where youth can both exercise their knowl-
edge of literature and also be recognized for that knowledge by the literary
community, our practice analysis of this video thus first conceptualized know-
ing itself as a practice. What Miranda Fricker (2007) calls epistemic authority,
having sufficient power to possess and share knowledge, may helpfully be
understood in this context as precisely those thoughtless or habitual sets of
actions that Couldry and Johansen identify as media practices. That is, though
in both videos the creators may not have overtly intended to demonstrate
their authority in knowing about books, the way in which they have chosen to
use the app to create these particular videos exemplifies a routine relationship
with both literature and TikTok as well as the interaction of the two, which
nevertheless succeeds in firmly establishing their knowledge for the viewer.

This is demonstrated elegantly in the very first scene of the first video (here-
inafter Video A in the absence of titles on TikTok), in which user abbysbooks
shows herself holding the book to the camera under the text “reading they
both die at the end in one day” Whether or not she did actually read the titled
book in one day as the text suggests, the fact that she has chosen to open with
this premise acts as an establishment of her familiarity and skill with the act
of reading; we as viewers are meant to understand that she can, and routinely
does, read an entire novel in one day. This runs counter to the expectation
by adults that younger individuals are less experienced or capable readers—a
belief that is closely tied to those historical understandings of child readers
as powerless that are currently being called into question by the childist turn
cited above—and asserts her ability as a skillful reader, a trait which must
necessarily inform the practice of knowing for a critic of literature at any level.
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Though the video opens with this fairly typical assertion of agency in
knowing, namely an establishment that this young TikTok user possesses
the required skill set as a knower, which in this case includes the ability to
skillfully read a novel, the rest of the video exemplifies the practice through
a different set of routine behaviors relating to reading, one which, as yet, has
gone underrecognized in its authority with regards to the literary episteme.
At the o:10 time stamp, the screen shows a hand holding the book open, but
there is also text on the screen that reads, “I'm already attached this isn’'t going
to end well”; one second later, the text on the screen changes to read, “all the
feels already” Later in the video, at 0:17, we see abbysbooks’s face again, look-
ing pained and into the distance off camera. The text on the screen at this
point reads, “why do I read books that I know will break me.” Rather than
through the demonstration of reading skill or literary accomplishment, all
these brief textual inclusions indicate an assertion of agency to know based
instead on the intense experience of reading. More specifically, in making
these statements, the creator is demonstrating an emotional relationship with
the book in question, which serves to underwrite the practice of knowing
about it: because abbysbooks had a lot of intense feelings while reading They
Both Die at the End, she has the right to comment on it critically. Indeed, the
video ends with a close-up of her face with tears rolling down her cheek,
suggesting that just by having experienced these emotions, she has become
an authoritative critic of the book.

As a practice, this type of knowing aligns with Steiner’s (2008) emphasis
on affect discussed above, moving away from traditional literary criticism
and formally authorized literary response, which is functionally devoid of
emotion (Moody 2011: 48). Professional reviews of books have long relied
on an assertion of their own objectivity as a form of authority; there has
indeed already been debate within the realm of digital literary criticism
as to whether exploring the emotional effect of a book on the reader is
of value to the reviewing process (Rebora et al. 2021: 231). In Video A,
however, there can be no doubt that abbysbooks’s feelings about the novel
inform her opinion of it; indeed, her crying face serves as the ultimate
proof to other readers that this was an experience worth having. Thus in
this video, and countless other BookTok videos like it, knowing becomes
more than factual knowledge and critical understanding. The practices
of this young user as she “reacts” to and demonstrates her fundamentally
affective personal experiences with Silvera’s text potentially present a new
literary episteme grounded not in technical know-how or analytical skill
but instead in the reality of human affect. Rather than being limited to the
realm of specialty knowledge or official expertise on books, the power to
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critique literature is, at least in this space, expanded to include individuals
who have powerful emotional experiences with books.

The second video by user hua.b—hereinafter Video B—makes use of an
entirely different set of visual and storytelling tools but similarly succeeds in
exemplifying how literary knowledge and expertise are established through
affective experiences with books. In this instance, hua.b capitalizes on an
existing BookTok trend that consists of re-creating the “aesthetic” of a par-
ticular text using a collage or pastiche of images to the accompaniment of
an (often romantic or sad) song. As the viewer, we are made aware of this at
the opening sequence of the video, where the text on the screen reads, “THE
AESTHETIC OF:” and below is placed a copy of the book showing its title:
They Both Die at the End. Thus, we know that hua.b will be creating with us
her own version of how Silvera’s novel functioned as an aesthetic experience.
Following the opening sequence, a number of still images appear on screen
in rapid succession, including images of a city skyline at night, a hospital
bed, a house on fire, a graveyard, a telephone booth lit up at night, the inside
of a subway car, and various images of teenage boys laughing together and
enjoying each other’s company.

Unlike Video A, Video B does not directly share any information about
how and why it was read; it is left to the viewer to assume that hua.b has in
fact read it based only on the images she has chosen to include in her collage
(though this assumption is of course helped by the caption of the video which
reads “ /\ spoiler /A ; indicating that the video contains information about
the end of the book). In this way, the authority to know about They Both Die
at the End is, at least in part, assured by the viewer of the video, who makes an
active appraisal of the “aesthetic” portrayed by hua.b in her choice of images.
The practice of knowing on BookTok thus becomes a relationally established
power: it functions only when both video creator and video viewer agree that
the portrayal of, and thus knowledge about, the novel is informed and accu-
rate. This suggests that, on digital platforms favored by young people, literary
authority is established and maintained collectively and on an ongoing basis.

There are key visual similarities between Videos A and B which point to
a particular language of BookTok that we might begin to establish in our
critical approach. First, both videos show the book itself on screen, emphasiz-
ing the aesthetic qualities of reading in equal measure to its entertainment
qualities. But, more importantly, both videos show the relevant novel framed
lying on the top of a bedspread. From this we can ascertain that engagement
with BookTok likely happens as a broader part of what youth scholars have
termed “bedroom culture” (Harris 2001; Lincoln 2013; Steele & Brown 1995).
From this perspective, BookTok makes up a part of the broader practice by
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which “young people engage with culture and . . . within which they find the
resources to explore their emerging sense of identity” (Lincoln 2016: n.p.).
One critical difference between the videos is that in Video A, abbysbooks
primarily films herself as she reads and reacts to the book; though there
are sequences where only the book is filmed, for the majority of the time,
her face is on the screen. By contrast, in the Aesthetic Video B, we never see
hua.b, or any other figure, on the screen. The video is composed of one long
shot featuring the book (as previously mentioned, lying on a bedspread)
followed by a sequence of still images from sources unknown. From this,
we can ascertain that although BookTok may work as a relevant feature
in the identity development processes of young people, wherein, perhaps,
young people are able to try on the role of literary knower, there is no need
to act performatively in order to participate in this role. In other words, the
practice of self-representation is not a requirement of BookTok. This means
that a young person can be a BookTokker and, in so doing, demonstrate their
agency within the realm of the literary as knowledgeable and authoritative on
the subject of books and book criticism without having to display their own
image or represent themselves physically in any way. This potentially “lowers
the bar,” allowing access to a form of authoritative power which is not granted
on digital media platforms where self-representations via performances and
selfies are the main agentic currency (Rettberg 2014; Abidin 2016).

CONCLUSION

The aim of the final cluster of essays in this volume is to explore systems of
engagement within which young people experience and are afforded agency
in relation to literature and culture. This chapter has focused on the potential
of the popular digital platform TikTok as one such “system” and delved into
its potential to expand the literary episteme in a way that allows for young
people to act as knowledgeable and authoritative on the topic of books: in
short, for them to exercise agency as literary critics in new and formerly
unrecognized ways. By taking an approach based in the theory of media as
practice to the potentialities inherent in an onto-epistemic (in)justice lens on
the digital literary sphere (as it is manifest in young people’s engagement with
books via the BookTok trend), we have suggested that one notable instance of
this expansion can be seen in the increasing emphasis on reader affect; that
is, a consideration of the feelings and emotional experiences of the person
engaging with the book as an integral part of knowing about literature. We
believe that this is but one of the ways in which BookTok works to challenge
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traditional knowledge structures that have historically and traditionally
impeded the ability of young people to do literary criticism, much less be
understood as authorities within broader book culture, and that further
exploration of the topic would elicit a great deal many more examples of
these shifts to the literary episteme vis-a-vis young readers.

There are, however, significant challenges to this area of research that merit
noting alongside these exciting possibilities. As Neima (2017) has noted, a
seemingly infinite volume of criticism online has given rise to the new critical
role of aggregator: this is the person (or, more often in recent times, algorithm
machine) that collects a select sampling of works from this abundance of criti-
cal voices and presents it to the average reader. In the case of BookTok, this
aggregator is a “highly sophisticated algorithmic recommender system” (Kaye
et al. 2022: 58). Known colloquially as well as in the literature as “the TikTok
algorithm” (see Boffone 2021: 7; Schellewald 2021: 1438), this system works as
a blackbox (to return to the language of Murray) that ultimately constructs
different hierarchies of power from those that were originally in place within
the realm of digital literary criticism and, indeed, book cultures more gener-
ally. While we acknowledge that BookTok may in some ways be opening up
new avenues for certain young people to possess and act on agency as literary
knowers, in doing so, it may well be simultaneously closing avenues to this
type of power for others. We mention this not to discourage further study
of BookTok but merely to problematize overly optimistic claims concerning
the democratization of literary cultures on the internet that our study might
suggest. As Murray writes, “Literary culture in the twenty-first century is still
characterised by hierarchies, but they are notably plural, more loosely defined,
and demonstrably more in flux than in the pre-digital era” (Murray 2018: 140).
This take offers a more nuanced understanding of digital literary criticism that
should foreground further research into the topic of BookTok. As these digital
platforms continue to make their way into the day-to-day lives of individuals
worldwide, we as researchers have an obligation to understand the complex
ways in which they relate to—restricting, expanding, informing, or reinforc-
ing—the agency of young people. The way in which youth in particular learn
to operate as citizens of this hyperconnected reality will shape not just the
realm of the literary, but, in fact, structure the social world as we know it.

NOTE

1. Although the term was coined in Fricker’s seminal monograph, roots of ideas surround-
ing suppression of voice of certain categories of people can be found in the intellectual work by
scholars of color such as Anna Julia Cooper and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (see May 2014).
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