
7
Conclusion

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

– T.S. Eliot, 'Little Gidding' Four Quartets

Beyond the texts, the authors and the critics of children's literature lies the spectre of the

`real child'; that individual, real or imagined, for whom books are written and to whom

they are marketed.' This child is a source of anxiety, an excuse for censorship; we are told

that he/she has "the power to threaten as well as to delight, to repel as well as to rivet..."2

Such children, according to many texts, are psychologically and biologically determined;

their subjective identities unavoidably aligned with physiology, time and space; their

childishness "trans-historically and trans-culturally consistent"; 3 and their status as child

constituting, and constituted by, "sets of meanings in language, for instance of innocence

or of uninhibited appetite, of being totally controlled or completely anarchic; purely

1 Clare Bradford in her Introduction to Writing the Australian Child (Nedlands, WA: University of
Western Australia Press, 1996) claims that "[h]overing around the edges of any discussion of children's
literature is a sense of real or imagined children for and about whom such literature is written." (viii). For a
discussion on the existence and importance of the 'real child' to children's literature see: Karin Lesnik-
Oberstein, 'Childhood and Textuality: Culture, History, Literature', Children in Culture: Approaches to
Childhood, ed. Karin Lesnik-Oberstein (London: Macmillan Press, 1998 and New York: St Martin's Press,
1998) 1-26; and Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan: Or The Impossibility of Children's Literature
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984) 12-42.

2 Anne Higonnet, Pictures of Innocence: The History and Crisis of Ideal Childhood (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1998) 225.
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imitative or truly original; freely sexual or without any sexuality at all."4 Authors of

children's literature often attempt to socialise and train this 'real child' by offering

examples and role-models of ideal children within their texts. Hence, the body of the

child is often written as docile and desirable, the unattainable Other, in whom the genre

of children's literature is deeply invested. A s Jacqueline Rose states, "[i]f children's

literature builds an image of the child inside the book, it does so in order to secure the

child who is outside the book, the one who does not come so easily within its grasp."5

Innocent and docile, these ideal constructions typically become normative configurations

which correspond to a patriarchal social order.

Rex and Wendy Stainton Rogers claim that childhood "is no more – and no less –

than a human product [which] ... has neither reality nor force nor momentum of its own,

outside of our discursive engagement in it." 6 Given that reading children's literature

involves more than a simplistic relationship between text and child, indeed that bound

within this process are metatextual issues of social relations and subjective identities, then

the need for diversity in discourse, characterisation and representation is clear. ? By

subverting many of the stereotypes which surround childhood, children's books contain

the potential to disrupt normative constructions and recognise childhood as plural,

heterogeneous and complex rather than as a single, homogeneous, universalising

3 Lesnik-Oberstein 2.
4 Lesnik-Oberstein 2.
s Rose 2.
6 Rex Stainton Rogers and Wendy Stainton Rogers, Stories of Childhood: Shifting Agendas of

Child Concern (New York: Harvester, 1992) 197.
Rogers and Rogers claim that "every story ... gains its meaning through a socially sedimented

`contract' for engaging our regard. One does not just read it, but give it a reading. The reader is drawn into
a social process between peruser and perused, which involves the direction and manipulation of attention,
both within the material text and between the text and metatextual understandings." (6).
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concept. 8 I believe that the scholarly study of children's literature is important in this

process as a discipline that can facilitate the foregrounding of alternative readings of

texts, representations of childhood and children's bodies. Karin Lesnik-Oberstein

describes this scholarly field as a "discipline torn between expressing a wish to adopt

critical and literary theory as its entrée to full academic respectability and sophistication,

and its actual complete resistance to, and implicit and overt rejection of, applying theory

to the `child'."9 Lisa Rowe Faustino is also critical of the "paucity of theoretically

oriented literary criticism analyzing adolescent literature." 10 One of the purposes of this

thesis is to challenging this "resistance" and rectifying the said "paucity" as it maps and

problematises a few of the many issues that arise in relation to representations of the body

in children's literature.

If, as Rose maintains, children's literature "cannot be understood as the passive

reflection of changing values and concepts of the child (images of childhood); [but]

instead ... as one of the central means through which we regulate our relationship to

language and images as such", 11 then the need to critically analyse and problematise

corporeal constructions in this genre gains immediate significance. As a site of

contestation within children's books, the child's body is often used to illustrate the

differences between adulthood and childhood, as well as being a source of censorial

criticism, a focal point of the gaze, the symbolic representation of a child's innocence and

8 Lesnik-Oberstein reminds the reader that "'the child', as an identity, is created differently within
various cultures, historical periods, and political ideologies." (2).

9 Lesnik-Oberstein 19.
10 ]Lisa Rowe Faustino at the 1995 Children's Literature Association conferences as cited by

Roberta Seelinger Trites, 'Introduction: Theories and Possibilities of Adolescent Literature', Children's
Literature Association Quarterly, 21.1 (Spring 1996): 2.
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asexuality, and the essence of a child's Otherness. Children's books often construct and

manipulate bodies to meet specific social and cultural ideals. The stereotypes of

childhood innocence, purity, wildness and docility are often given form and substance in

the depiction of children's bodies in such texts and this thesis employs a rigorous,

theoretically-informed methodology in problematising and deconstructing the

embodiment of these notions. Children's bodies are not, however, the only source of

corporeal interest in this thesis which recognises that adult bodies are also used for

specific purposes in children's texts – from projecting notions of authority and wisdom

for a youthful readership, to embodying subversive ideologies which challenge idealised

notions of 'normalcy' and 'beauty'.

Unwilling to accept that there is any one critical theory which can supply a

comprehensive model for understanding representations of the body in children's

literature, I have adopted an eclectic approach. which utilises some of the differing, yet

complementary, perspectives available. This approach has enabled me to explore a range

of children's texts, all of which construct bodies in a fashion that calls for critical

analysis, without being limited to a single theoretical model. Consequently, this multi-

faceted theoretical approach enables the employment of Feminist theory in a discussion of

the conservative gender roles offered in John Marsden's Secret Men's Business:

Manhood: The Big Gig and Margaret Clark's Secret Girls' Stuff; a combination of

postcolonial theory and historical analysis of the discourses which have surrounded wild

children to consider Gary Crew's novel Angel'; Gate; Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject

11 Rose 138-139.
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to study Sonya Hartnett's Sleeping Dogs and Margo Lanagan's Touching Earth Lightly;

Bakhtin's carnivalesque in a textual interpretation of Victor Kelleher's The Red King and

John Marsden's The Journey; and finally, Foucault's Discipline and Punish, in

conjunction with an exposition of docility and childhood, to explore John Marsden's So

Much To Tell You, Letters From the Inside and Checkers. The result is the identification

of gendered, untamed, abject, carnivalesque and docile bodies, and a consideration of the

implications of these constructions in contemporary Australian children's novels.

This thesis is not, however, an exhaustive study of the topic, these texts or this

field. Rather, it addresses only some of many Australian children's books worthy of

critical consideration, identifies numerous theoretical approaches which studies of

children's literature and corporeality can utilise and provides a point from which further

scrutiny of both children's texts and theoretically oriented literary criticism of this genre

can potentially evolve. Ultimately this thesis recognises and critiques the propensity of

children's books to operate within, rather than interrogate, the ideological imperatives

that emerge from this genre and the resulting resurrection of a conservative, patriarchal

social order in the conclusion to many children's books which serve to render children's

bodies docile, desirable and disruptive.
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