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The world is never too much with us

Yan Wu, Kerry Mallan, and Roderick McGillis

This book’s title, (Re)imagining the World, sets an ambitious goal. To re/imagine 
is to imagine again or anew, to recreate, to form a new conception of something. 
To re-imagine is to put the imagination to work reconstructing whatever it is that 
we are re-imagining. Reconstructing the world, this is the task. Literature and chil-
dren’s literature do this all the time. Literature does not so much reflect the world 
as it constructs possible worlds; it gives us models of possibility. It gives us uto-
pias, dystopias, and whatever might exist in between. Children’s literature around 
the globe constitutes a grand act of imagining; the books children read, the films 
they see, and the internet games they play participate in the recreation of the world 
by providing children with new ways of perceiving the world; they provide chil-
dren with possible worlds and even some impossible worlds. The way we see past, 
present, and future finds renewal in children’s literature. In other words, children’s 
literature works in similar ways to literature for adults; it sets out to examine, and 
in the process, construct the world. Education too has the responsibility to intro-
duce students to the world in its complexity, and in the process construct the next 
generation. Education and children’s literature share a socializing agenda; both set 
out to draw young people into the future.

This book examines how children’s literature and education in its broadest 
sense can form creative connections that will enable young people to think beyond 
limits, to realize the options, and to imagine the kind of life that a prosperous 
future could hold. Children’s literature’s re-imagining of the world is its way of 
understanding the world we inhabit, its past and its possible future. The task of 
the chapters in this book is to examine children’s literature’s work of re-imagining 
not as a linear process of history but as a movement across and between different 
times and spaces. In choosing to explore ‘the world’ in literature written for young 
people we are not suggesting that narrative form is ever a simple reflection of the 
world. Rather, we enlist narrative as an imaginative and productive practice that 
offers readers propositions, speculations, and possibilities for thinking about the 
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problems and challenges that beset humanity at any given time. Narrative not only 
reflects the world, it also participates in the creation of the world. The reading of 
narrative is a pedagogic and communal activity as much as it is a personal activity. 
We read for personal enjoyment and edification, and also for the opportunities for 
sharing that reading offers. Children’s literature teaches readers not only about the 
world, but also how to shape the world. It generates constructive discussion.

Education and children’s literature must always respond to the tenor of the 
time; to not do so means they become redundant, ephemeral with all the social 
and economic implications that would naturally follow. Since the 1990s, we have 
seen many policies, debates, resources, curricula, and opinions about the require-
ments of Education for the twenty-first century. These various approaches to edu-
cation look to new skills, new knowledge, and new technologies that will enable 
students to cope with the world in which they will grow, work, and live. Science 
and technology are burdened with the expectation that they are the fields that will 
provide the answers to some of our most pressing problems—climate change, pol-
lution, disease, poverty, terrorism, an ageing population, shortages of food and 
water, over population, depletion of natural resources. Given the seriousness of 
these concerns it may seem trivial or foolish to consider how children’s literature 
can play a part. After all, isn’t literature meant to provide a source of enjoyment, 
an escape from everyday concerns? The question is: an escape to what or where? 
An escape to possible worlds does not free us from the imaginative responsibility 
of confronting the world as we know it or as it might be or even as it has been. Our 
argument in this book is that because of its ability to entertain and provoke as well 
as educate, children’s literature serves an important role in contributing to intellec-
tual and emotional well-being by offering imaginative, creative and cognitive ways 
of knowing that complement others—common sense, memory, intuition, experi-
ence. We do not promote creativity and imagination at the expense of reason or 
science. We consider the best education as open to multiple ways of knowing that 
invite curiosity, creativity, and pleasure. Imaginative activity forms the bedrock for 
reason in its most exalted mood.

(Re)imagining the World sets out to capture the spirit of the inquiry. 
Contributors explore a word or concept in terms of its implications for children’s 
literature and its readers. What we do not envisage is another Keywords book. 
Philip Nel and Lissa Paul have edited Keywords For Children’s Literature (2011), 
patterned explicitly after Raymond Williams’s well-known Keywords (1976). 
These books, as Nel and Paul indicate in quoting Williams, offer “an exploration 
of the vocabulary of a crucial area of social and cultural discussion” (qtd Nel and 
Paul 2). Our book offers explorations of more general vocabulary, words that do 
have “social and cultural” importance, but that are not specifically associated with 
literary or cultural studies. The writers of the chapters were free to approach their 
word in ways that seemed appropriate to themselves. We seek to bridge the gap 
between criticism, theory, and imaginative practice. To do this, we asked contribu-
tors to reflect on single concepts or ‘words’ that reflect global concerns or issues, 
either one that is current, from the past, or a future possibility. For example, the 
word ‘privacy’ carries with it changing ideas about personal space, freedom, 
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surveillance, security, exposure, secrecy, property, and so on. Children’s litera-
ture has variously examined privacy in terms of children’s own spaces for play or 
contemplation (e.g. the cupola in Ruth Park’s Callie’s Castle 1974) or children’s 
invasion of non-private spaces (e.g. the museum in E. L. Konigsburg’s From the 
Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler 1967), technology’s invasion into 
personal thoughts (e.g. M. T. Anderson’s Feed 2002), and surveillance of indi-
viduals and groups by authorities (e.g. Jan Mark’s Useful Idiots 2004). How pro-
tagonists have managed to create, preserve or regain their privacy is integral to 
a text’s imaginative approach. We might look back at earlier books for children 
and find the convergence of private and public spaces. Frances Hodgson Burnett’s 
The Secret Garden (1911) focuses on a very private space—a walled garden—
and chronicles the change in this space from private garden to communal healing 
ground. Or even earlier, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) examines the inner 
life of a lonely and private child and follows her passage from her inner fairy tale 
world to the realities of adult life. These books explore the private life of girls, but 
we might also look for the private life of boys; perhaps a representative example 
is J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951). In any case, these texts provide 
stimulus for readers to engage critically and creatively with social concerns—pri-
vacy is the example before us—within and outside the textual worlds, as well as 
with the ethical, moral, and personal considerations that ‘privacy’ suggests.

Privacy is not one of the words under investigation in this book, but it might 
have been. Privacy, like the words under consideration, is not a literary term or 
a familiar theoretical term. It is, however, a term we might theorize. It can be a 
legal term as well as a word specifying personal desire. Privacy suggests intimacy 
and isolation, secrecy and seclusion. The private is for the eyes of the self, for the 
knowing of the self. Although privacy suggests separation from a community, a 
person has privacy even in a crowd. The private is something we share judiciously. 
We expect to control what we want others to know and what we do not want oth-
ers to know. Privacy might refer to space-private property, or to time–time away 
from work or other duties. Privacy is a legal issue; the Federal Governments of 
Canada and Australia passed Privacy Acts in 1980s, setting out rules for the collec-
tion and use of personal information. The threat to security, both personal and pub-
lic, also has legal ramifications. Privacy may refer to the body (private parts), or 
to the mind (private thoughts). It is both material and ideal. In most cases, privacy 
has to do with rights: the right to have certain things, ideas, places secluded from 
those we do not welcome. The right to think or believe whatever seems best to 
the individual. Human rights are the concern of everyone, including children. The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 was the first legally 
binding international instrument to incorporate the full range of human rights—
civil, cultural, economic, political, and social—to children (under 18 years of age).

Privacy also has something to do with literature. Reading may be a private 
activity; we read more often than not by ourselves and often in spaces that are 
private or at least solitary. We may share this private reading activity with others, 
and in this sense reading makes for insiders and outsiders. In a way, literature or, 
at least the discussion and criticism of literature, is private, as Frank Kermode has 
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argued in The Genesis of Secrecy (1979). This secret aspect of the literary text is 
why we have literary education; education in this sense is an initiation into the 
mysteries of that private sphere we call literature and culture. Privacy allows us 
to form the communities we want. Privacy pertains to both the individual and the 
collective.

Since its beginnings, children’s literature has taught young readers about pri-
vacy. The secluded world of childhood evoked in Wordsworth’s “Ode Intimations 
of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood” (the children who “sport 
upon the shore”) gives way to the “philosophic mind”, a mind turned outward to 
the public sphere. This interplay between the inner and the outer world threads 
its way through children’s literature. In the nineteenth century, we have the inner 
worlds of Alice in Carroll’s famous books (1865, 1871) and Little Diamond in 
George MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind (1871), private worlds that 
contain within them the child’s growing concern for the larger world outside 
itself. More recently, we have stories of enclosed worlds such as the cult world of 
“The Believers” in Jane Yolen and Bruce Coville’s Armageddon Summer (1998). 
Children’s literature returns again and again to the tension between the inner world 
of a growing child and the outer world adults inhabit. The conflict between the 
attempt to hold onto private desires and the pull to conformity and convention 
is the theme of much children’s literature. The Canadian classic, Anne of Green 
Gables (1908), is a representative example of a story about one child’s intense 
individuality and her desire to hold onto this individuality and yet be accepted by 
her community. She wishes to hold onto her private world and at the same time 
to enter the public world. The book confronts the inevitable clash of private and 
public.

We might examine this clash of private and public as it moves through a num-
ber of different contexts. Many books for the young present their readers with the 
inner thoughts of a protagonist in the form of journals, letters, or diaries. The diary 
is especially interesting as a form of private expression because writing is such a 
public act; one writes so that someone may read. This very private act of writing 
a diary has its public side when we consider that someone other than the writer, 
sometime, will read the diary. The private document will become a public docu-
ment unless the writer or someone else destroys it before someone else opens it. 
Daniel Handler’s Why We Broke Up (2011) uses the epistolary form to share with 
its readers a young woman’s intimate accounts of her romance and why she broke 
up with her boyfriend. This text illustrates the dual audience of the letter—the 
primary (and private) addressee, and the indeterminate (public) readership. And 
now we have the intersection of technology and privacy—blogs, email, texting, 
and social networking—as examined in the work of Cory Doctorow and others. 
Technology makes children’s literature widgets available for blogs and social net-
working sites. Perhaps the intersection of public and private is nowhere more evi-
dent than in social networking sites where strangers can and do become friends 
without ever meeting each other outside virtual space. The convergence of private 
and public is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the various means the internet 
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has of bridging the gap between strangers. Fan fiction is yet another aspect of the 
interplay between the privacy of reading and its public display.

Authors of the various chapters in this book set out to explore terms such as 
privacy, terms that are not always part of the critical or theoretical lexicon of either 
children’s literature or cultural studies. Erica Hateley takes a look at reading, and 
the need for “flexible literacy”, a necessary skill given the changes in print and 
electronic writing and publishing. She chronicles the changes in reading since 
the beginning of children’s literature in the modern sense and draws on examples 
from traditional codex to interactive app picture books. We read, in part, to acquire 
knowledge, and knowledge is the subject of Alice Curry’s chapter. Curry exam-
ines the ways contemporary fiction is responding to the exponential increase in 
information in the digital age. She concludes that these texts speak to the need for 
individuals to become information literate otherwise they will not be able to par-
ticipate fully, and contribute responsibly, towards the “ever-expanding knowledge 
economy”.

Less familiar are the other words under consideration. For example, con-
sumption in its varying implications comes under scrutiny in Margaret Mackey’s 
chapter. Mackey teases the positive and negative aspects of consumerism and the 
book as a collectible product, and she does so by noticing the connection between 
the book and the capitalist enterprise from the beginning. For his part, Perry 
Nodelman connects the notion of a child’s discovery of the world and children’s 
books part in this discovery. The complication sets in when he considers just how 
discovery may be less spontaneous than it is manipulated, constructed, ordered, 
and designed to lead to specific places. Nodelman’s chapter offers an intricate defi-
nition of children’s literature.

“Childhoods” is perhaps the closest we come to a technical term in children’s 
literature studies, although we are more familiar with “child”, “childhood”, “child 
studies”. Accordingly, Lijun Bi and Fang Xiangshu chronicle the changing con-
ceptions of children and childhood in China, from the early dynastic period to 
the post-Mao period. A fascinating aspect of this chapter is the opportunity for 
Western readers to learn about China’s history and compare this with the concep-
tion of childhoods in the West. We can say something similar about Xu Xu’s study 
of “Imagination”. Xu Xu draws on Benedict Anderson’s notion of imagined com-
munities to examine Chinese children’s literature with a view to understanding 
the correlation between childhood and nationhood at three historical moments in 
modern China. The example of China should prove heuristic. A recent study of 
national identity through children’s books is Miriam Verena Richter, Creating the 
National Mosaic: Multiculturalism in Canadian Children’s Literature from 1950 
to 1994 (2011). Ingrid Johnston’s chapter, “Migrancy”, takes Richter’s examples 
further by examining more recent narratives of migration for children in the con-
text of Canadian multiculturalism. As Johnston points out, the notion of Canada as 
a mosaic is one that is criticised as often “migrants’ differences are put on display 
and stereotyped” in multicultural children’s literature. Her examples of Canadian 
children’s fiction illuminate the complexities that often accompany migration.
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Other chapters investigate words both more and less familiar in the study of 
children’s literature. For example, Jean Webb explores food in children’s litera-
ture. Food has received considerable attention from critics of children’s litera-
ture, but Webb’s chapter is comprehensive both historically and thematically. She 
covers books from the nineteenth century to contemporary work, and she looks 
at the various ways food has served thematically in books for the young. Kerry 
Mallan’s exploration of empathy in children’s books demonstrates the slipperiness 
of empathy; it is not always as benign as we might think. Other chapters deal with 
monsters and memory. Clare Bradford takes monsters for her subject. Her chap-
ter is less a teratology than it is an exploration of the monstrous in the world of 
the adolescent. Monstrosity comes in various guises, not least when it slinks about 
domestic space. Cherie Allan focuses on both personal memory and public mem-
ory in books for the young. After a general consideration, she turns her attention 
to the Australian cultural memory of the Anzac Legend. Finally, Yan Wu brings 
a child’s perspective to the collection through his interview with a ten-year-old 
Chinese girl. Together they explore expectations about the future and the appeal of 
children’s literature.

Taken in its entirety, this book is about the current state of children’s literature 
and how it got here. Each word is interesting in its own right and readers may 
pick and choose chapters that appeal to them. However, the reader who reads all 
the chapters will come away with an enriched sense of both what children’s lit-
erature is and how it works—in both literary and a cultural senses. Children’s lit-
erature has work to do in educating its readers. This education is a calling out, 
an invitation to “come over, come over”, like the taunts of a children’s game; to 
break through the line that separates knowledge from ignorance, wonder from 
complacency, familiar from strange. To break through is to read against the grain, 
to read to know just how limiting and also liberating the reading experience can 
be. Reading, like the games children play, involves risks. We risk our subjectivity 
when we read. We risk our innocence when we read. And we risk the challenges of 
the future when we read. Reading is a great game, but as these chapters indicate, it 
is a game that can threaten as well as exhilarate, interpellate as well as liberate. So 
much depends upon learning how to read.
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Now it is clearly no accident that these two events—the creation of a new form of litera-
ture for children on the one hand, and the development of a trade in games and toys on the 
other—were both happening at the same time. A shift was taking place in the way people 
felt and thought about children and the accoutrements of childhood, including books and 
toys, were implicated in this change (Lewis 1996, p. 13).

David Lewis is describing the convergence of book and toy technologies and cul-
tures as the eighteenth century became the nineteenth century. His historical insight 
reminds us that changes in reading—both in terms of what is read and how it is 
accessed—have always characterised children’s literature. While the combination 
of changing times and reading might immediately call to mind debates around ‘new 
literacies’ or ‘multiliteracies’—the recognition of the need for flexible literacy as 
a tool of social participation and agency in the age of globalised, multicultural, 
late-capitalist, mass culture and communication—it is also useful to remember that 
change is constant. Indeed, it has often been true that readers operate in environ-
ments of “increasing multiplicity and integration of significant modes of meaning-
making, where the textual is also related to the visual, the audio, the spatial, the 
behavioural, and so on” (Cope and Kalantzis 2000, p. 5). Nonetheless, to the degree 
that in the “mass media, multimedia, and in an electronic hypermedia [, m]eaning 
is made in ways that are increasingly multimodal” (Cope and Kalantzis 2000, p. 5), 
it is productive to consider the ways in which new technologies are used to make 
reading itself meaningful. This chapter considers the ways in which contemporary 
children’s literature depicts reading in changing times, with a particular eye on the 
cultural definitions of ‘reading’ being offered to young people in the age of the tab-
let computer. A number of picture books, in codex and app form, speak to changing 
times for reading by their emphasis on the value of books and reading as technolo-
gies of literature and of the self.
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