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Den svenska barnbokens jubileumsar dr over, men liver och barnlitte-
raturen gar vidare... For att summera och avsluta jubileet uppmdrk-
sammar vi de sista evenemangen 1 detta nummer. I fortsatiningen finns
dokumentation av dret arkiverad pa SBI, for den som dr i=tresserad.

Den hér gangen har annars Barnboken en internationell touch, som
omuvdxling efter vart helsvenska jubilenm. Tva av uppsatserna, Zohar
Shavits och Maria Nikolajevas, har tidigare presenterats vid IRSCL:s
tionde internationella forskarkonferens i1 Paris angusti 1991 (uttytt In-
ternational Research Society for Children’s Literature). Shavits tanke-
vackande och provocerande inligg dterges 1 oforandrat skick, medan
Nikolajeva 6versatt och arbetat om sin efter svenska forhdllanden. Vi
vantar med spanning pd reaktioner och svar fran Barnbokens lasare!
Den tredje lingre uppsatsen, Eva-Maria Metcalfs om Tormod Hangen,
visar det stora intresse for och kunskap om skandinavisk litteratur som
finns utomlands, inte minst i USA. Vi presenterar ocksa en del interna-
tionella nyheter i biblioteket som komplement till de nordiska.

Virva nya prenumeranter till Barnboken!

Barnbicker behovs, barnboksforskning behovs — Barnboken bebovs!

Eva NORDLINDER
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The study of children’s literature:

The poor state of the art

Why do we need a theory
and why semiotics of culture?

ZOHAR SHAVIT

This paper was presented at the IRSCL 10th biennal Congress, Paris 1991

If the title of this paper strikes you as provo-
cative and programmatic, you are absolutely
right. That 1s exactly what it 1s meant to be.

To be honest with ourselves, let’s face it: the
study of children’s literature is not highly re-
spected in the academic world, especially by
its ostensibly natural sister discipline, the
sphere of so-called “literary studies”, nor 1s it
really legiumized. When at all tolerated It 1s
perceived as a peripheral and insignificant
tield of research. Straightforwardly said, re-
search of children’s literature suffers from an
inferior status in the academic world. This sta-
tus, however, can be well justified from the
academic point of view.

Before explaining why [ believe it 1s well-
justified, I feel I should share with you my ap-
prehension about presenting such a unflatte-
ring description of the field and its current
state of affairs. Why play the devil’s advocate?

The answer is simple: I sincerely believe in
the scholarly value of the field; T also believe
that a lot has recently been achieved, but
much more 1s yet to be accomplished; and 1
believe that we are facing the danger of resting
on our laurels without being fully aware of
where we stand. In light of this, I have de-
cided in favor of delivering a programmatic

paper.

With regard to the first part of my question:
why do we need a theory?

To most philosophers of science and to
most scholars involved  in scientific work this
would seem an inadequate question. Most
philesophers of science would agree that any
research of academic aspnat]ons is unwork-
able without the support of a theory, namely,
without an explicit or implicit set of concepts
which establish a distinct set of questions.
This set of quesuons d651gnates the scope of
the research, its corpus, its line of argument
and its course of development. If we adopt
this understanding of a scientific work as our
point of departure, the issue at stake is not
whether the academic study of children’s lite-
rature must take place within a theoretical
framework. The issue at stake 1s, which theory
can provide the best framework for our acade-
mic needs.

I would like to emphasize right now that 1
strongly reject the juxtaposition between
competing theories implied by the title of
some sessions of this conference. When struc-
turalism, semiotics, feminism etc. are put in
one pot, no more than lip service can be paid
to the academic enterprise. Competing theori-
es, if they are indeed competing in terms of
their conceptual perception of the issues in-
volved, exclude each other. As such they do
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not belong to the same “family of theories”.
There 1s conceptually no way to reconcile
them: they differ in their basic assumptions, in
their interests, and in fact in their subject mat-
ter. When analyzed in scrutiny it becomes ob-
vious that quite often they do not even relate
to the same field. The fashionable attempt to
bring them together fails to take note of these
differences and their lack of a common scien-
tific language, and can not carry research very
far.

It is true that all scholars stand to benefit
from the results of research done in fields
other than their own; only a narrowminded
scholar would deny that. But scholars who
wish to develop their own research and pre-
sent new questions systematically, must work
within a coherent framework of theoretical
concepts. Needless to say, this set of theoreti-
cal notions should be continuously and perm-
anently examined and re-examined.

Scientific work will be rewarding only after
one has decided in favor of a specific and well
defined theory, one whose framework will al-
low for maximum achievement. After reading
a large portion of the studies on children’s
literature, I cannot but conclude that such de-
cisions have quite often not been made. Con-
sequently, the field of children’s literature
which has just made its debut into the acade-
mic world and is literally in the process of de-
velopment, has failed to properly uulize the
potential of the field and to gain recognition
as an important field of research. In most
cases it was placed in the hands of scholars
who lacked an adequate theoretical frame-
work. Quite a few scholars, especially in the
United States, preferred 1o study children’s Ii-
terature within the context of traditional and
rather worn-out questions of “Literary Criti-
cism”,

In the western academic world, especially
in the United States, the field of literary studi-
es 1s stll often governed by traditional ques-
tions of either “literature criticism” or “positi-
vistic historicism”. Despite the use of new
terms, with the help of which the ostensible
“new” theories strive 1o prop themselves up,

more often than not they base their work on
the same old assumptions, decorating them
with a selection of glossy new terms.

Discussion of the state of the art of literary
studies in the western world today calls for a
separate debate. Here I would just like to ela-
borate a little on the point of departure of
these disciplines and to explain why, in my
view, research of children’s literature cannot
find an appropriate niche among them.

In the framework of traditional literary
studies, the main criterion for selecting an
object for study has always been its aesthetic
value. The main business of traditional literary
studies 1s to attribute to literary texts a certain
value, thus establishing a cultural paradigm,
and parucipating in its creation. According to
this approach texts are discussed in order to
explore their merits and values.

Due to the circumstances of its develop-
ment children’s literature tends to maintain a
different set of literary norms from the cur-
rent norms governing adult literature. Fur-
thermore, the governing literary norms of the
adult literature are indeed transformed at a la-
ter stage of development into children’s litera-
ture, but their transformation involves a pro-
cess of simplification. Hence for instance,
when norms of sophistication or complexity
prevail in adult literature, they will be extensi-
vely modified or sometimes even altogether
discarded 1 children’s literature. Since socie-
ta] literary norms demand that writing for
children be different from writing for adults,
attributing a “high literary quality” to books
for children becomes impossible.

Academic studies of children's literature
which were carried out in the framework of
literary criticism tried to force on children’s
books the literary values of adulc literature.
However, since the bulk of children’s books
differ in their literary norms from the adulg,
those studies sought for the blue bird where it
could not be found, and resulted quite often
in a near parody on literary interpretation.

It is difficult (though not impossible) to
find in books for children what they don’t
contain. Scholars have been thus disappointed
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in children’s literature and their next step was
to reject 1t altogether.

1 concede that the process described above can
be viewed as reasonable but is far from being
inevitable. Two are to be blamed for it the
theoretical decisions of the scholars involved
and lack of compatibility between the norms
governing adult literature and those of the
children’s literature.

As 1 have already said, the governing norms
of adult literature eliminate almost entirely the
possibility that books for children could be
highly evaluated. This, 1 believe is one of the
reasons for the peripheral status assigned to
the study of children’s literature almost from
its inception, even before it began to develop
properly.

The adherence of the field 1o what was al-
ready known and accepted, and its inability to
release itself from the conceprual bonds of the
past contributed as well. We may ask why
scholars venturing into a new academic field
preferred to work in a rraditional discipline.

Perhaps becausce they lacked the self-assu-
rance required for a theoretical venture. Peo-
ple felt more secure and self-assured sticking
to familiar issues that had already been raised,
because their choice of the field of study was
problematic enough. The result, however, has
been unmistakable. In spite of the massive
spurt of so-called research of children’s litera-
ture, we cannot really admit pride in a great
many achieverments. The main outcome has
been thar a great deal of the research has un-
derlined the somewhat deflated image of the
field, and swrengthened the opposition bert-
ween “serious” rescarch on “serious” works
of literature, and the less important type of re-
search, i.e. that which dominates children’s li-
terature.

In this way, a field that had hardly begun to
gain recogniuon has in fact been totally un-
dermined by the most outdated nocons of li-
terary research, having virtally nothing new
to offer, except for a new corpus, which in
apy case 1s regarded by “people in the culture”
as peripheral and unimportant.

At the other side of this vicious circle we
confront the academic establishmenr, which
like any other establishment is reluctant o ac-
cept changes, especially when less presugious
matters are involved. The “commodity” to use
Bourdieu’s term, offered by scholars of chil-
dren’s literature, has not successfully convine-
ed the academic world o accept children’s li-
terature as a legitimate field of research among
literary studies. Most universities have been
reluctant to admit children’s literature into the
curriculum. Most well known Universites in
the United States, the United Kingdom and
France, for instance, do not even offer courses
i children’s literature, not to mention full
programs.

Even in cases when children’s literature is
taught at a university level, even when we find
odds and ends of rescarch here and there, we
should not be deluded: when children’s litera-
ture 1s taught at a university, it 1s being no
more than tolerated as a step-sister of “gene-
ral” literature studies.

Being the step-sister, the Cinderclla of lite-
rary studies, entails several implications. Like
Cinderella, who has to prove that she can in-
deed wear the right shoe, a scholar of chil-
dren’s literature 1s usually asked to prove that
he or she can wear the hat of “a real scholar”
if he or she wishes to be accepted by scholars
of “general literary studies”. Only if one is
highly esteemed in a field other than chil-
dren’s literature, does one stand a fair chance
of becoming 2 member of the academic-litera-
ry community. Under these circumstances re-
search of children’s litcrature is most likey to
be regarded at worst as a whim, or at best, as
an additional dimension to be used in the
framework of other disciplines such as educa-
tion, sociology and psychology.

It should however be emphasized, that at
least one field of research indeed flourished
despite the overall sterile state of the field. 1
refer here to the historical scudies of children’s
literature, which have managed in the last two
decades 1o vield significant and even innovati-
ve scholarly works.

Why has historical research been so fruit-
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ful> Why did it manage to succeed where
other aspects of study failed? The answer
seems clear: The scholarly results of the histo-
rical research of children’s literature were va-
luable due to the nature of the questions rai-
sed, and the disciplines that have been used.
What historical research has retained that ot-
her spheres of research lacked, was a clear
system of theoretical concepts which allowed
it to pursue an adequate standard of research.

Here then lies the difference: Unlike other
domains, historical research of children’s lite-
rature managed to introduce into the acade-
mic world a new corpus which was never
dealt with before; factors and issues which pre-
viously were not taken into account proved to
be of substantial importance for our under-
standing of European cultural life, including
some of their more intimate aspects. By inqui-
ring into this new domain, research proved to
shed a new light on cultural history.

Hence, it was an appropriate set of guestions
which otherwise could not have been dealt
with so expediently that allowed for the po-
tential of the field to be materialized and to
become a noteworthy 1ssue for research. Inde-
ed, I believe that in terms of the history of cul-
ture and cultural mechanisms, children’s Jite-
rature offers the most fascinating and most
frurtful fields of research. This is the case be-
cause no other field equals children’s literature
in the immense scope of the cultural parame-
ters involved.

This, in my view, should be at the heart of our
drive for studying children’s literature. The
rationale for choosing children’s literature as
an object for rescarch should be the extent of
its ability to raise questions and issues other
than those raised by existing academic fields.
Children’s literature results from a conglo-
merate of relationships berween several sys-
tems in culture, among which the most im-

portant are the social, the educational and the
literary. If one is interested in studying such
complex relationships in culture, if one is in-
terested in the mechanism of culture and its
dynamics, one can find the most promising
ground for research in children’s literature.

Furthermore, children’s literature is the on-
ly system I know of, that belongs simultane-
ously and indispensably to the literary and the
social-educational systems. It is the only sys-
tem whose products have always addressed
two oppositional addressees, whose contra-
dicting wishes and expectations it has to ful-
fill.

No other field is to quite the same extent
the result of such diverse cultural constraints;
consequently, no other field enables us to in-
quire into the mechanism of culture, cultural
manipulations and cultural procedures in the
same way as does children’s literature. Some
excellent studies of childhood, children’s cul-
ture and children’s literature published in re-
cent years support, [ believe, my convictuon
and point to the huge potential of the field.

From what I have already said, it 1s clear that
1 hold the research of children’s literature
among traditional literary studies to be mis-
placed. If we believe in the sincerity of the
field and if we wish to change its inferior sta-
tus, to make it part of the curriculum, we
must first insist on proper place for it amongst
other academic studies. This entails our accep-
tance once and for all of the idea that in a field
governed by questions of aesthetic value (or
more accurately, questions of current aesthetic
values, since T assume that eternal or universal
aesthenic values do not exist at all), children’s
literature will always find itself in a subordi-
nate position. Here children’s literature will
never be accepted as a legitimate field of re-
search , except in a few cases, which are the
exception rather than the rule. Yes, it makes
sense o discuss Alice in Wonderland and
Watership Down in the framework of the
questions offered by traditional literary studi-
es (though this may not necessarily be very in-
teresting), but these works belong to a limieed
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number of texts which are purposely designa-
ted officially for children but appeal in fact to
adults (an 1ssue with which T have dealt else-
where). At any rate these works of Jiterature
are but an excepton which proves my general
argument: they do not represent the substance
of children’s literature, not even in terms of
the official system of books for children; con-
sequently scholars who study them can not but
be pretending to deal with “children’s literatu-
re”.

Dare we elaborate the metaphor of Cinde-
rella by shightly changing our fairy (this is af-
ter all one of our few privileges), I believe that
in trying to place the study of children’s lite-
rature among traditional literary studies, we
are trying on the wrong shoe. Like the sisters
of Cinderella who cut off their toes and heels
respecuvely, we would be cutting off our no-
ses to spite our faces if we try to fic the shoe;
we shall have achieved little, and be handicap-
ped to boot.

I must state that neither do 1 see much
point in trying to change this state of affairs.
Culture, by its very nature, is stratified and
hierarchical. Trying to change the status of
children’s literature is bound to become a
waste of tume and will not lead us anywhere.
Instead we can make this unequivocal feature
of children’s literature an object of our rese-
arch and try to understand why children’s li-
terature had been inferior from its very foun-
dation, which cultural forces dictated this
status, and whar are the textual and other im-
plications of its position in culture.

)

If the traditional road cannot lead us very far,
which road should we take then?

I would like to propose a change in our
postulate of the study of children’s literature.
Our set of preliminary assumptions must

change: we should not rest our approach on
value judgiment, neither on “educational pur-
poses”. As I have already claimed, evaluative
questions, by their very nature, Jimit the scope
of the research, and in the case of children’s li-
terature they may even become a boomerang.
Educational aspirations turn children’s litera-
ture into a mere vehicle for achieving other
goals. Such an approach is of course justifiable
in the framework of pedagogues; it actually
constitutes the core of their undertaking. The
mandate given to them is exactly this one, but
this does not necessarily mean that pcdagog)-
cal issues should determine oxr options or
objectives of research, as has been the case
more often than not.

In order to free our discussion from such li-
mitations, our point of departure should as-
sume that children’s literature js an integral
part of a stratified system. Secondly, normari-
ve or ideological questions must be totally ex-
cluded from research practice, and not, as 1s
often the case, by paying lip service 1o the
idea. The change I am talking about musrt take
place in the sct of the concepts involved, and
not in their decoration.

As a first step a descriptive-analytical ap-
proach must be adopted, instead of the nor-
mative onc. This means that the texts for dis-
cussion should be selected not on the basts of
their value judgment, but due to their signifi-
cance for the issue at stake and their capability
to tlluminate it. Thus, texts will be studied not
because they are believed to be of high literary
value, or of high educational value, but be-
cause thelr analysis can contribute to a better
understanding of a specific literary-cultural
phenomenon.

The benefits of such an approach are, so 1t
seems, selfevident.

1. A normative approach considerably h-
mits the scope of questions. Moreover, it im-
poses on scholars the task of a crinc whose
main, if not sole, responsibility is to determine
the public’s taste. Such a task, important as 1t
is, simply does not belong to our domain of
research. Rather it belongs to the domain of
“people-in-the-culture”, who arc given by so-
ciety the mandate to determine the public’s
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taste. Thus, the first step which must be taken
involves a redefinition of the boundaries be-
tween research and criticism which have been
obscured in some traditional Jiterary studies.

Once the boundaries become clear, as well
as the mandate given to the scholar, scholars
will be free to do scientific work, rather than
to interfere with that of the critic. This of
course does not mean that as people-in-the-
culture we cannot take part in the process of
determining public taste, nor that as scholars
we cannot describe this process and account
for it, or wear the hat of critics outside out
scholarly work and take part in this process. It
only means that the two different spheres will
not be confused. In the same way that we do
not become children while reading children’s
literature, we should not change into critics
when we are involved in the scholarly invesu-
gation of children’s literature.

2. Adopting an analytical-descriptive ap-
proach will liberate the scholar from the false
need to prove the “literary quality” of the
texts involved. Texts will be selected for dis-
cussion solely on the basis of their value as
objects for study. Furthermore, research will
not be limited to discussion of a text or a
group of texts. Questions other than textual,
for instance, questions pertaining to the cultu-
ral context in which texts for children are
written and their models are created, will be
raised.

This leads me to the most important issue
of my discussion.

3. Such an approach will allow for raising
new guestions whose potential is virtually un-
limited. As we all know the ability to propose
new questions is of great importance for the
vitality of any scholarly work. When the same
questions are being repeated over and over
again, the discipline in which they are asked
tends to exhaust itself rather rapidly. Tt is che
existence of a reservoir of new questions, or
the very existence of its potential, which en-
sures the ongoing vitality of any discipline.

I contend that in terms of the existing disci-
plines in humanities, the one which can best
ensure such a vitality is semiotics of culture. In
short, I believe that the time has come to re-

lease children’s literature from the restrictive
frameworks of either pedagogic, social studi-
es, education or traditional literary research
and to discuss it instead in the framework of
poeucs and semiotics.

What are the implications of working in the
framework of semiotics of culture?

Semiotics of culture assumes that the most
profitable way to deal with dynamics of cultu-
re is in terms of systems and their function n
culture. With this postulate as its point of de-
parture semjotics of culture enables us to
handle the multi-system situation typical of
children’s literature and the various implica-
tons of it. Since it postulates the hierarchal
organization of culture, it does not try to par-
ticipate in the process of determining the hier-
archy, but rather asks how it was created.
Thus, in this frame of reference there is no
need to change the evaluation of texts for chil-
dren, in order to legitimize their study, nor to
perform social justice, as in the case of some
schools of sociology in England and Germa-
ny.

In this frame of reference the only criterion
for selecting an object for discussion is its re-
levance to the questions raised, questions to
which children’s literature, by its very nature,
can provide one of the best possible play-
grounds. One of the advantages of a semiotic
discipline lies in the options of its spectrum,
its flexibility and its openness. A semiotic fra-
me of reference is very ambitious with regard
to the almost unlimited perspectives it invol-
ves, but it is also very modest, or if you wish,
unambitious with regard to the answers con-
cerned. This is so first of all because of the
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methodological possibilities which enable us
to deal with minor as well as major segments
of culture, and secondly because semiotics of
culture does not seek to establish monopolies
over answers. Quite the contrary, by its very
nature it almost rules out the possibility of a
simple, one-sided answer for any question.

As T have said, the study of children’s litera-
ture in the framework of semiotics of culture,
promises to be most fruitful in dealing with a
conglomerate of cultural relationships, provi-
ded by children’s literature. From this perspe-
citve, it seems to me that “the sky’s the Limit”,
and it would be impossible to cover here even
a small range of the possible options.

A thorough description of the hidden pos-
sibilities of semiotics of children’s Literature is
not only time consuming; at this stage it 1s un-
fortunately an impossible mission, as the field
has only just begun to blossom. Yet, because
semiotics of culture is already considerably
accomplished, and even more crucial, because
quite a few scholars of children’s literature
have done semiotic research without explicitly
indicating this as such, (in the same way that
Moliere’s Le Bourgeois Gentil Homme spoke
prose), it is possible to outline some directions
of research.

In a semiotic conceptual framework chil-
dren’s licerature 1s vnderstood as one compo-
nent in a muJu-system of signs, which main-
tains a complicated network of relationships
with other systems, and whose processes of
developments are determined by these rela-
tions.

When children’s literature 1s understood as
such, one can inquire into children’s literature
in the broadest possible context - into its mul-
t-relaionship with social norms, literary
norms and educational norms, and analyze
how texts for children are a product of this
complicated net of relationships. Furthermo-
re, one can examine how in turn texts for chi)-
dren shape societal idcals and ideas and take
part in transforming them into new patterns.

Issues of a very broad nature can be raised,
such as, who is culturally responsible for chil-
dren’s literature as a literary product of socie-

ty, or how is 1t possible to understand the be-
haviour of children’s literature as a result of
vartous cultural constraints, or what is the
particular cultural context in which children’s
literature has developed, whar are the rela-
uonships between cultural concepts, 1mages
and societal consciousness and the texts pro-
duced for the child.
® Why is children’s licerature the only literary
system nowadays which is perceived by
culture as belonging to both the educauonal
and the literary systems at one and the same
tme?
® What are the implications of this dual attri-
bution?
® How does it affect the development, struc-
ture, textual options, readers and writers of
children’s literature?
® How and to what extent do notions of
childhood determine the character of the
texts for the child as far as poetic norms are
concerned and in regard to the acceptance
of the texts by the “people in the culture”?
® How do writers for children react to such
societal and poetic demands in producing
their texts?
In responding to these questions the systemic
implications of the stats of children’s litera-
ture 1n culture must be taken into account. By
doing so it becomes clear that the processes
and procedures involved in the production of
the children’s system are neither random nor
static. Research shows that they can be descri-
bed as having an accountable and recurring
pattern, as dynamic processes, governing the
history and the development of children’s lite-
rature since its inception.

The few questions to which I have just poin-
ted do not of course offer a full program. One
of the major tasks of a program for the field
will be to outline a new set of questions which
would suggest directions of studies and open
the field to new possibilities of research. Ty is,
after all, the very objecuve of a theory to
make relevant as many questions as possible
that guarantee its flexibility and its capacity to
survive.



Barnboken 1992:1

Time permituing, I would have illustrated my
argument with some case studies. But since u-
me does not allow for this, let me just remark,
that any illustration would have pointed to
only some possibilities the semiotics of chil-
dren’s literature may propose. Even then, my
examples would be just one road at the intri-
cate crossroads of children’s literature. It is se-
miotics of culture which will enable us to

walk with ease in this complicated woods,
without getting lost amongst the trees.

If I am to use less poetical terms, which it
may well be better to do, [ would say that the
ume has come to extricate children’s licerature
from the narrow boundaries of the past and to
place it in the foreground of literary scholar-
ship, amongst semiotics of culture, squarely
facing the future.
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Omslagsbild ur Eva Billows Pojkarna Igelkotts vinterskor (1948)



