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CHILDREN AND SEXIST LITERATURE:
* THE CHALLENGE OF CRITICAL READING

'pccept the fact that this is a man’s world and learn how
to play the gracefully, '" . -

-Up & Road Slowly, Irene Hunt (Follett, 1966)

"For the millionth time she was glad she wasn't a boy, It
was all right for girls to be scared or silly or even ask
dwb questions, Everybody just laughed and pht it was
funny, But if anybody caught Jos asking a dum® question or
even thought he was the littlest bit scared, he went red and
purple and white,” ' :

<Miracles on Maple Hill, Virginia Sorenson (Harcourt, 1956)

midge Gléas,,, turned out to be a good sport and saart, even
~  4f she is a girl,, ,Midge doesn’t giggle, and giggling is.the
E main thing wrong with most girls,”
. -Henry Reed's Journsy, Keith Robertson (Viking, 1963)

The roots ¢T sex-role stereotypes begin in childhood, Sexisa
is taught to children by the way they are treated, the clothes they
wear, the toys thloy are given, the activities in uhicy they are per-
mitted to engage, ind the models of sex-roles prouqtod by parents,
books, television, and education, Children's literature itself is
not immune from sex-role stereotypes; such stersotypes will continue
80 long as new generstions a¥e raissd with the old ideas about, _sex-

roles for men and women, Thus, we are faced with the dilemms of
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either discaxdisg "sexist® childrwn's books, passing the rigid role

' nodels of the past to another g'onorttion. or searching for a third
aitomtivo. It ia hpmtical and futile to purge liﬁentm for
. children of all references to stereotyped sex-roles, Indeed, that is
neither the purpose of edacation ar of literature, Rather, sexism in .
' literature should be studied and analyzed by children in an histori-

cal perspective and used as a means to raise consciousness and enhance

1
4 . ! ’ [ ]

intellectual development,

Litersture Defines a Child o
It is known that sex-role development begins early, The estab-

1ishment of gender identity, uhich often has been correlated with

ux-roh‘. 1n our society, is a major dovolop\ont'l.l task atarting at .
o © the age of two or three and is fairly solidified by the age of six,
Furthermore, girls who mature within the rigld confines cf & tredi-

[ & 4

tional sex-role. -toro,otypo maYy devoloﬁ poor' self-iusges, This lack
of self-worth uy affect their intellectual functioning and achievement,
"Matina S, Hormer (1972) discussed uchiwmnt-roht.od‘ conflicts
in vomen, She argued thl.t women have a notive to avoid succoas
because of the expected uniesirable consequence of loss of femini-
' nity. Our societal sterectypes often have made compstition, inde-
pendence, competence, and intellectual achievement, prerequisites
for success, Jncompatible with the femals. idocl. Rather, achievement
for wemen, according to Jo Freedman (1970), is directed toward marriage

as the route to success,

Eleanor Maccoby (1966) further probed the effect of sex-role
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-torootnlng on children's ltnl of intellectdwal functioning, She-

found plnivo llll dependent childron of both sexss 1o perform poorly
on intellectual tasks while children who take initiative and are
~ self-assertive to excel in such thinking. She also cited stulies
(the Pels Long Stuly) Barron, 1957 MacKinnom, 19625 and Bieri, 1960)
that. show that cress-sex-typing (t.c sharing of interests and activi- .
T ties "mormally charecteristic of the opposite sex") is associated o
| uith mlyti.c thinking . omuvity. and high genoxal i.utolli.conce. ' . A
"« 7 " Acoording to thuo mnm. then, it wmld be bonoﬁcm for both
v boys a.nd'gh'h to be mare flexible in their roles, ~ ‘
o But what happens to those girls who do try to oross the sex-
role barrier? Aaccobdy (1963) believes that they pay a prict in “
, anxiety which results in lack ef ppoduotivity, Horner (1972) finds )
this prig padd in frustration, ulf-hltx.'od. bitterneas and confuiion,
a high emotienal toll, . o - ~
, ' How do sex-rols stereotypes bsgin and what is their relation-
ship t¢ children's literature? The social-learning theory of Walter
Mischel (1966) post«uhtu that the emergence of sex-roles is largely
 derived from the enviroment, He aaserts that "observational
lo‘a.rni.ng from livo u.nd syabolic models (1.e,, films, television,
‘and books) is the first step in the acquisition of sex-typed beha-
vior.” (This is behavior that has varying éonsequencos depending on
the sex of the .porfonor.) It oan bo assumed that children's books
reflect sooictal valueg, portraying images of children and their
potential as adults, 'l'lms.. literature, as part of environment, is
thought to play & meaningful role in a child’'s sex-role development,

9
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 Sogiety Defimes Litersture
If this is true, clearly children’s literature has done little

te help chilgron create sterectype-free roles for themselves, Studies -
" have repsatedly demonstrated tho grim reality of,thls fact, 'rh‘o
A role of the female, in ptrtic\ﬂlr. is ua\nlly eithor nogloctod or
i cut as a we—dhonsiou), aid to the real action pr’ornd, by ules. .
- ('rho sinple lack of females in children's books imdicates something
abouf. their importance,) Some boeks are even more blatant in moral-
ieing ‘on. .tho “proper” roles fo'z: boys and girls,

Beginning with t:;lditiml liﬁonturo,. sexisa abounds in nursery
rhymes, Ardell Nadesan (19-74.) ca;d.‘\\otod a study of The Real Mother
Goose, The rhymes portray women mostly as wives or mothers, so‘e
negatively as in; |

"Needles and pins, needles and pins, :
When a man marries, his troub}e begins,” '

-

The occupations of men in the rhymes incluio king, wise man, doct.or,

~

I+

urchl.nt, bhoknith,\and hunter, Women's occupations are queen .
and ailking maid, | ' —
A cﬁtiquo by Dan Donlan (1972) found thl.t u.ny rhynes ‘paint .

a -pleture of women as "e'ccpntric" or "befuddled,” He cited such

rhynes as "01d Mother Coose” flying through the air on & mdor.’

"l'he ol Hm Who Lived in a Shoe” who didn't inow what to do about -

all her chi.ldron, apd "0ld Hothor Hubbard,” whose dog seems the

saster of the situatien, (However, it is important to note here

that Mother Goose rhymes, which are hundreds of years old, cannot be
viewed 1iterally since the original meanings we.e probably political ,

Y
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"'sa.tin, luving open to question the approprhtenoss of using such

rhyns with very youas children unless ond values the rhythm of the |
lmgugo and lccopts t.he mcapmhonsibility of the uonds.)

Donhu pu:ocoodod to analyze the female mgo portrq.yed in folk
and fury tales, Fe m some grandmothers, such as Little Red

Riding Hood's, as “imperceptive” when confronted with danger, A

" competent chnnétor, such as & witch, is evil and ugly, The demin-

eering hc;nmu'o, such as in. "The Fishermen and His Wife,” or the
cruel stepmother, of such as Cinderells, are defoated, Female
heroines im fairy tales a.bound, though they usnlly are dependent on
\n\{o rescus thex from d.lngor, such as Snow White or Sleeping Beauty,
Marcia R, Lieberman (1972) also ominod fairy tales for the
female image, She found a pcrodod.unt theme in tho. competition of
women on thel hs'ois of physical appearance, such as in "Ciaderella”
or “Snow'White,* with the prize being marriage, usually to a male of
great power or wealth, Often the ons choaen is also the noltl. passive,
The one image of a ool female with power is ti‘.s*fairy gddlother.
. Weitsman, ot.al, (1972, studied sex~r:lss as depicted in picture
‘books, concentratimg their anlysis on the eighteen Caldecott winners
and ru;xnors-np of the five-yes.~ period just prrior'to their survey, |

They found that women simply are not pictured in many of thfone books,

Though they comprise 51 percent.of the population, only 23 females

are plotured as aompared to 261 asles,

Of the titles, the ratio is . -

eight to three, men and women named, The content of the books shows

eme-third with no women included, | ‘
The books portrty boys to be active, involved in a.dvonture, '

lowding, and independent, primarily in outdoor settings, cirld are

& 7
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passive, quiet, dependent, and attempting to please or help brothers
and fathers, usually in indoor situations, (Nilsen's study {7\

" noted how often fpulos are pictur&d wvatching the action from door-.
ways and windows,) As adults, women are shown in activities similar
to }ho girls, as wives a.nd. nothers, There are no uounl shown 1;
prefessions, and.' this study pointed out, aven mothers aron’t prre-‘;

. sented ruliltioa.ny and as activo as many are, Females often -
achieve their status in these books as wivoa. daughters, or mothers
of important men, It is the men, after all, who f£ill the roles such J
as khg.'&pnl;upor. policenea,, judge, or storyteller, Similar |
findings r;lul‘ud from other studies by Joh;\ Steuié and Margaret
.Him‘(le) and Alleen Pace Nilsen (1971). |

Stguié and Higgs also examined the eccupationxl dilcuplnc;
more clesely in both sward and nom-sward picture books, Eighty-
three percent of the wemen are portrayed in homemaking roles (cooking,
watehing child, -hopping; edo, ) with the remainimg seventeen percenmt
dividad among tm-t.oen cocupstions, teacher and said being the most
prevaleat, 'rhis is clearly uarealistic in light of the fact that
wosen comprise some forty percent of all Joiholdors ut, any one time,
Hgn. on the other hand, u'o dépicted in these boeks in forty-ene pro- ,
fessiomal reles and are seldom shown imvolved i househeld tasks,

So the statistics are grim, bit have they iaproved with the
resurgence of feminism? Judith Stevinsom Hillman (1974) surveyed
sixty boolu in tk periods of phildren’s litonturo. 1930-1940 llld
1965-197‘0 She tound males te hold aearly oiahty peroent of the

L]
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eacupations, soathing that did not change sigaificantly. The main

| differemce she di-coverod\ is ia behavior and uo’t\'.ion.’ with tonleg

" showing more vocal aggressiveness, curiosity, and anger, Thus, she
av Imlu adopting nm »sasculine” charscteristics, but feund men

| ltin locked inteo the "strong” -uculho rele, She concluded that

thoro does seen to be & libcnnzing of sex~-role expoota.tions. rri-

uri_.ly for women, ‘

The Feminists on Children's Media (1971) discovered books among
winners of the Newbery Award and those recommended by the American |
Library Assooiatios and/or the Child Stuly Association featuring alnest
supsrhuman tho There are too few, however, with"’uonn whe simply
funotion very well and freely whomor they choose - or are ferced -
to apply their abilities,”

Self-Definition for Today's Child
c1nrly. then, the uu'ch must be. made te find new wuys to educate

tomorrovw's yonon ‘and men, It, is, as Fatricia llhmchi.n (1972) stated,
wpart of & mere genersl ssarch for dptimal forms and qualities of
scheoling,” She Listed four sducational goals essential to the develop-
aent of oapable human beingd: (1) an atmosphere that minimizes stereo-
types and encoursges variety and exploration of a.ltomtivo.s; (2)
~ exposure: to & variety of oxporiencu. adult roio nodols; and uyu. of
thuld.ng; '(3) teaching of a probloa-solving. decision-making upprou.ch
to such experiences; aad (4) the enhancemeat of the child’s lmowledge
about him/herself and how he/she differs from others,

Thus Zar, the implications of sex-role stereotyping for child
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_ developaent, the image of the female as it ogtilt; in much of children’s
literature, and seme points to consider about education that u; help
to change the shape of girl.a' self-psrception have been examined,
Now the questions need to be a_skods what do we do with children’s
books that contain séxist refersnces? How do they mesh with none

N

sexist education?

I

There are groupé such as the Council on Injerracial Books for

Children who, im their 1976 book, Human (and AntieHuman) Values in

Children’s(Hooks, have expanded their vigilante attitude 't/o include

not only racism, but ssxisa, igeimm, !p\t:erianu. conforlia_l. individ-

ualism, and escapisa, An ediiori‘al in Schiol Librexy ‘Journal (Nov;nber
1976) pointed out that, according to CIBC cr:teria, The Tale of Peter

Rabbit could be consifiond sexist, ageist, saterialist, conforpist,
escapist, and mist'by oaiuion. Lillian Gerhart, the editor, _can;'d
fo;tho use of common senr stating that thers is "nothing new in
~é:onmrll'd.p'wl_\ot.!\om it comes from the Left or the Right.," Or, as &
m’tod. in Censorship, .a guide prepared by Lou Willett Stanek (1976),
it is in the public interest to offsr the widest variety of views
opinicns, inc/].uling unorthodox and contro ersial ideas, and that a
book should be judged dom its intrinsic merit, regardless of the par-
ticular political or ‘Vs;\iil viewpoint the author may be espousing,”
(It ie impertant to add that a bdook shi:uld be o.valuted as a whole,)

A democratic loci.;ty such as ours is bcsed upon the free discussion of

ideas, which may be, -at times, dangérous, Suppression, on the other

hand, is fatal to democracy, for, ideas, discussed in an open forum,
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f“ . stand or fall on their own merit,
This doss mot mean that por;ons should be forced to read a book,
Rather, they should make their own choices, & skill that requires the
abilit; to think and reason czjitica.lly. As previously mentisned,
one of the oals of education -should be to tewsh such decision-making ~
skille, After all, the purpose of literature is net to i)fosent an
ideal picture ef nfo, In fact, the sterectyped book caf actually aid
intellsctual functioning as much or more than those devold of all. uxiu.'
They oan be used to increase cr}t!.ca.l thinking, It 1l‘obv1m, then,
that childrea should choese their own books to read and be oneomced-#
to question and discuu what they hl.ve read, Out of such conscioms-
uou-‘ishg arises the development o& criteria or standaxds, a basic
tool in juiging the merit of a book, Many of the criteria to bo used
in evaluating literature from a fenj.nht perspective are common to
those used to judge a book on its literary merit, As Gersemi-Stavn
(1974) stated, "femimist criticism, to be endiring, must be hm;atic

) or..icisa,” Aesthetic stasdards should mot be sacrificed,

Critiocal Resdimg and Self-Defimitien ;
Acco:dhgly. the following qustions/critoru are. proposod to

stimulate critical avareness, (1) Aro the aajor characters, uomug
fculu, developed u realistic boingl who m -onorable as well as
believadle? (Minor charscters in a book neod not be fully mnded for.
the litersry purpeses of the stery.) (2) Do the characters, hclndus
fenales, dokl-qp logicallﬁ (3) Do the females ssem to exist omly be-

cause the awthor assumes that men will have to be in contact with them
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at times? (&) Are strong fémales only portrayed under extraordinary

circu-atucn and in wnusual situl.tionl (1.e., soience fiction, mys- :
tori;s. dourt. nmn nttilsl. ete,)? (5) Does the auther so oxtoll N !
the qullitiec of & ea.pa.blo fenale in ordinary settings as to make hor
seen strange? (6) Is an authorm tone or mtuent used to comdone
séxist refersnces oxistin; in & story? (Such ideas may have validity y
when expressed through a charscter, though they still merit diacusioa-.) .
(7) Does the book moralize abuat sex stereotypes? (8) While some poo'us'
te which a child is expesed may be “séXist,” are they balancbd by ethers

that reflect different opinions? (For example; Islamd of the Blue

Dolphins, Scott 0'%011. Houghton Mifflim, 1960; Queenie Peavy, Robert {

Burch, Viking, 19663 jiarriet the Spy, Leuise Fitzhugh, Harper and Row,’
196‘0»; nd Julie of the Holvu. Joan Goorgo. b o aad Row, 1972,) h

L " Literatwre-related activities that can enhance critical awareness
of aox-rolo stereotyping say include: (1) discussing issues that are
raised in a:tory; (2) comparing the number of steries feutuning boys
with those futurins girh; (3) dilcuuing how & story 1s influenced
by the pegiod of histery or eulture in which it is set or frem which

‘it comen; and (4) ‘re~writing tnd/or role-playing a story with male and
female rolu reversed l.nd discussing the ruults. N
Nuch ogltho litoi-g.t;m now availgble for cl;iidron is rife with

‘stereotyped allusions and models, rqfl;étmg the sexist tradition of )
o\n‘ culture, As lifcnylgl:chugo. so, teg, will literature, Even so0,
vn,m older books have 1iterary lérit.» -They should-not be disoarded,

" bt ‘rather resd; re-read, discussed, and analyrzed from an historioal

pérsiaoctin. Such study by children can, indeed, -increise awareness,

Q . * 1 2
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aid critical thinking and intellectual development, and combat sex-

3 '

P

" role stereotypes in books and in society,
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