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INtRODUCtION

The Case for a Historical Materialist Criticism of Children’s Literature

angela e. HUbler

When my son Jack was about three years old, I read Patricia 
McKissack’s Ma Dear’s Aprons to him. This picture book fo-
cuses on two African American characters living in the 1900s, 

David Earle and his widowed mother who supports her family as a do-
mestic worker, wearing a different, clean apron each day. On Monday, she 
does laundry, on tuesday she irons—with David’s help—and on Wednes-
day, they cross “the railroad tracks to the other side of Avery where all the 
rich people live” to deliver baskets of clean clothes (n.p.). After her work 
is “carefully” inspected, David’s mother is paid a quarter. During the rest 
of the week, David and his mother visit the sick, clean house for the Alex-
ander family, and sell pies at the train station, before they rest on Sunday. 
While the book portrays the warm relationship between a mother and son, 
it also foregrounds economic inequality, and the hard work and low pay 
endured by African American women. When I finished reading the book, 
Jack had a question: “Did they pay her very much to clean?” “Probably 
not,” I replied.
 Jack’s response to this book reveals the way that literature allows read-
ers—even very young readers—to cognitively map social reality: to begin to 
understand the way in which race, class, and sex structure social inequality. 
While the term “cognitive mapping” was developed by Fredric Jameson, the 
idea that literature enables a perception of social reality not often imme-
diately available to us has a long history in literary theory—originating in 
Aristotle—and is currently most effectively deployed in historical material-
ist criticism of literature.1

 Such criticism continues to be necessary because, while social justice 
movements have achieved some formal legal equality for historically subor-
dinated groups, class continues to dramatically determine the life chances of 
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children today. A 2008 study by the Pew Charitable trusts reports that the 
economic position of adults is heavily influenced by that of their parents: 
“42 percent of children born to parents in the bottom fifth of the income 
distribution remain in the bottom, while 39 percent born to parents in the 
top fifth remain at the top” (Isaacs, Sawhill, and Haskins 4). Economic mo-
bility is particularly difficult for poor girls and African Americans. “Close to 
half (47 percent) of low-income girls compared to 35 percent of low-income 
boys end up in the bottom fifth upon adulthood” (65), while black children 
at every income level are less likely than white children to experience up-
ward economic mobility and more likely than white children to experience 
downward mobility (74). Given these social realities, it is important that a 
robust critical tradition has developed that analyzes the production of chil-
dren’s literature by women and by African Americans and other racial mi-
norities, and that examines the way that gender and race are represented in 
children’s literature. However, a similarly robust analysis of the significance 
of class in children’s literature is lacking. This collection aims to address this 
gap in the field of children’s literature by defining and exemplifying histori-
cal materialist approaches to this body of writing.

Idealism versus Historical Materialism

While historical materialism is centrally engaged with class, its concerns 
are much broader. Historical materialism is a methodological approach to 
the study of culture and society first outlined by Karl Marx in The German 
ideology, in which Marx rejects the idealism that characterized most philo-
sophical inquiry “from Plato to G. W. F. Hegel” (Booker 71): “The premises 
from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real premises 
from which abstraction can only be made in the imagination. They are the 
real individuals, their activity and the material conditions under which they 
live, both those which they find already existing and those produced by 
their activity” (Marx, German ideology 149). With this, Marx challenged 
the idealist view that historical change results from the unfolding of reason. 
Rather, historical materialists insist that social change takes place as a result 
of class struggle. And reason, they argue, is neither divine, unchanging, nor 
disinterested but instead imbricated with the interests of “real individuals.” 
At its most basic, a historical materialist approach to children’s literature 
analyzes texts in terms of the material conditions and social relations from 
which they emerge and upon which they comment.
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 Thus, while Marx was decidedly not a literary critic but a political econ-
omist (broadly understood to refer to an analyst of the relationship between 
the economic, the social, and the political), an analyst of contemporary his-
tory, and a social theorist, historical materialism is a methodology that can 
be employed by the literary critic. Moreover, key Marxist concepts includ-
ing class, alienation, reification, commodity fetishism, and ideology have 
proven central to the critical analysis of culture and society. In exemplifying 
some of these widely ranging historical materialist approaches to children’s 
literature, this collection aims both to broaden an understanding of histori-
cal materialist literary criticism and to remedy the marginal status of this 
approach, particularly in the United States.

Base and Superstructure

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite rela-
tions that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations 
of production which correspond to a definite stage of development 
of their material productive forces. The sum total of these relations 
of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode 
of production of material life conditions the social, political and in-
tellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being 
that determines their consciousness. (Marx, German ideology 149)

Robert C. tucker, editor of The Marx Engels Reader, calls this passage “the 
locus classicus of historical materialism” (3). In it, Marx articulates a meta-
phor that expresses the relationship between the economy (or the mode of 
production) and social and political institutions including the family, law, 
and, less directly, ideology and consciousness as that between a base and 
its superstructure, which is shaped, or more precisely, determined “in the 
last instance” by the base (Engels, qtd. in Althusser 74). Most broadly, the 
concept of base and superstructure rejects the position that ideas shape cul-
ture, society, and history, insisting instead that material human processes 
shape consciousness. The relationship between cultural production and the 
economy is not always, in fact not usually, a direct one. That is, rather than 
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reflecting social reality, art and literature “mediate” social reality, a term that 
Raymond Williams explains is used “to describe the process of relationship 
between ‘society’ and ‘art’ or between ‘the base’ and ‘the superstructure’” 
(Marxism and Literature 98).2 This relationship is active rather than static: 
art does not passively mirror reality but results from a creative process.
 A great deal of literary analysis of children’s literature ignores the insights 
of historical materialism and fails to analyze the relationship between art 
and social and economic reality. Jack zipes, probably the best-known his-
torical materialist critic of children’s literature, however, offers an instruc-
tive exception. In Breaking the Magic Spell, he argues that “by relocating the 
historical origins of the folk and fairy tales in politics and class struggles, 
the essence of their durability and vitality will become more clear, and their 
magic will be seen as part of humankind’s own imaginative and rational 
drive to create new worlds that allow for total autonomous development 
of human qualities” (27). Thus, a historical materialist analysis is central to 
zipes’s project: he shows that folk tales reflect “late feudal conditions” and 
“generally deal with exploitation, hunger, and injustice familiar to the lower 
classes in pre-capitalist societies” (8). And while the “utopian projections” 
expressed within the tales should not be understood as revolutionary, “their 
resolutions allow us to glean the possibility of making the world” (23). But 
zipes also shows that, as the folk tale was appropriated “by the aristocratic 
and bourgeois writers in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centu-
ries,” resulting in a new literary genre, that of the fairy tale, a new “ideology 
of conservatism” reflected the interests of the aristocracy (13).

Ideology

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. 
the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same 
time its ruling intellectual force. . . . The ruling ideas are nothing 
more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relation-
ships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas. (Marx, 
German ideology 172)

As Raymond Williams explains Marx’s discussion of ideology, the mystifi-
cation of the way that ideas support the material interests of the ruling class, 
and the extent to which such ideas are represented as abstract, universal 
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truths, results in what Marx terms as “ideology” (Keywords 155). Thus, ide-
ology reflects the interest of members of the ruling class in maintaining 
their dominance and preserving the economic system they benefit from. 
While zipes shows how this is the case with the fairy tale, Bob Dixon’s 
Catching Them Young 1: Sex, Race and Class in Children’s Fiction focuses 
on literature for older children but also argues that, as a genre, it has the 
effect of “indoctrinating children with capitalist ideology” (70) in a variety 
of ways: working-class characters appear primarily in “minor roles and in 
a very few categories. . . . objects of charity (but only if loyal and obedient 
workers); repugnant characters, often criminals, who posed a menace to the 
social structure; or menials who were usually funny. . . . [W]e can simply 
resolve this into the two categories of the deserving and the undeserving” 
(48).
 Meredith Cherland elaborates on the ideological effect of the way in 
which canonical children’s literature often depicts poverty: “The canon 
serves the interests of those at the top insofar as it undermines resistance, 
and makes one’s place in society seem inevitable—and therefore not to be 
questioned. Older Newbery winners like onion John and Blue willow serve 
both to naturalize poverty, and to assign the responsibility for the relief 
of such poverty to kind individuals rather than to social programs. More 
recent Newbery winners have treated racism as something caused by the 
attitudes of the individual (Maniac Magee for example), and poverty as the 
result of individual bad luck (Shiloh)” (124). Such representations discour-
age collective action to bring about social change, undermining resistance 
and preserving the class hierarchy.
 In The Empire’s New Clothes: what the Lone Ranger, Babar, and other 
innocent Heroes Do to our Minds, Ariel Dorfman argues that a similar role 
is played by Jean de Brunhoff’s Babar books: they present children with a 
“theory of history, an unconscious method for interpreting the economic 
and political world” (22). That is, the picture books depict the “Western-
ization of those barbaric territories”—Africa—minus “all the plundering, 
racism, underdevelopment and misery” (25, 26). The naked and orphaned 
elephant leaves the jungle and it taken in by a rich “Old Lady,” who clothes 
and educates him. After adopting bipedalism, Babar returns to the jungle, 
“a native educated in the ways of men,” where he is elected as the new king, 
converted, as Patrick Richardson notes, to a hereditary monarch (qtd. in 
Dixon 76).
 These issues trouble Herbert Kohl as well and supply the title for his 
book, Should we Burn Babar? Essays on Children’s Literature and the Power 
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of Stories. Kohl’s primary concern is the way in which “power is distributed 
among the characters in the text” (4). He argues that “the reader learns that 
there are different classes of people and the Rich Lady is of the better (that 
is richer) class” (6). Kohl notes that his own childhood understanding of 
class was shaped not only by conservative ideological messages conveyed 
by Babar but also by his union-supporting family members, “who talked 
about the rich and the bosses as if they were morally, intellectually, and 
otherwise evil and deficient” (7). And while he argues that children can 
become critical readers of such texts, he issues a plea for radical children’s 
literature: “there is still an almost total absence of books, fiction or nonfic-
tion, that question the economic and social structure of our society and the 
values of capitalism” (38). Kohl goes on to define radical children’s literature 
and to discuss several examples: Geoffrey trease’s Bows against the Barons, 
“a radical retelling of the adventure of Robin Hood”; virginia Hamilton’s 
The Planet of Junior Brown, a “social-realistic-fantasy”; and vera Williams’s 
picture books, which present “life within a multiracial and multicultural 
working-class community” (51–65).
 Periodic calls have been issued by historical materialist critics to con-
front the conservative class character of children’s literature. In 1979, in 
Breaking the Magic Spell, zipes insisted that “literary criticism must become 
more radical. This means breaking the spell of commodity production and 
conventional notions of literature so that we can discover our individual 
and communal potential for infusing our everyday reality with the utopias 
we glean from the tales” (xiii). But in 1993, Ian Wojcik-Andrews noted, in 
his introduction to a special issue of the journal The Lion and the unicorn 
on class, both the “centrality of class” and “the absence of a sustained class 
analysis in children’s literature criticism” (114). Almost a decade later, in his 
2002 preface to the revised edition of Breaking the Magic Spell, zipes reiter-
ated his comments from 1979, noting in the study of folk and fairy tales “a 
strange avoidance to discuss social class, ideological conflicts, and the false 
assumptions of numerous psychological approaches in a frank and straight-
forward manner” (ix).

Why We Are Not All Historical Materialists Now

The reasons that historical materialist analyses of society and culture are in-
frequently taken up are myriad. First, as David Harvey notes in his preface 
to A Companion to Marx’s “Capital,” “the past thirty years, most particularly 
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since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the cold war, have not been a 
very favorable or fertile period for Marxian thought, and most certainly not 
for Marxian revolutionary politics. As a consequence, a whole younger gen-
eration has grown up bereft of familiarity with, let alone training in, Marx-
ian political economy” (vii). An additional and unique obstacle to Marxist 
theory in general presents itself in the United States, where the ideology of 
U.S. society insists upon the irrelevance of class. The myth of the United 
States as an escape from the rigid class societies of the Old World, where 
every individual has the opportunity to pull himself up by his own boot-
straps (or her own bra straps, as the case may be), suggests that U.S. society 
by its very nature enables the hardworking and talented to rise and that 
fundamental social change is therefore unnecessary. The continuing power 
of this ideology is revealed in responses to the recent Occupy movements, 
which have been rejected as “growing mobs” by House majority leader Eric 
Cantor (R-vA). While Cantor backpedaled to say that he sympathized with 
protesters’ frustrations, the response of the Republican Party was to con-
tinue to push for the extension of the Bush tax cuts, which many analysts 
argue are partially responsible for growing income inequality in the United 
States. President Barack Obama’s efforts to address income inequality by, in 
part, eliminating these tax cuts are condemned by conservative pundits as 
class warfare, and by House speaker John Boehner (R-OH) as “pitting one 
group against another” (Juan Williams).
 to be clear, though, the Republican and Democratic Parties have united 
in following neoliberal economic policies that have shredded the social 
safety net at the same time that real wages have eroded. According to Har-
vey, neoliberal economic policies became dominant not just in the United 
States but globally, beginning in 1978 with Deng xiaoping’s liberalization of 
the Chinese economy and continuing with the administrations of Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, who acted to “curb the power of labor, dereg-
ulate industry, agriculture and resource extraction, and liberate the powers 
of finance both internally and on the world stage” (Brief History of Neo-
liberalism 1). Harvey argues that neoliberalism should be understood less 
as an economic theory and more as “a political project to re-establish the 
conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of economic 
elites” (19). Harvey’s argument is supported by the actions of Republican 
president Reagan, who cut taxes and social spending and attacked unions. 
Democratic president Bill Clinton’s support of so-called welfare reform in-
stituted a five-year limit on cash assistance and shifted control from the fed-
eral government to the states. While these benefits have been limited, the 
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recent economic crisis has led to increasing poverty rates. The U.S. Census 
Bureau reported that the child poverty rate in 2011 was 21.9 percent, and for 
black children it was 38.8 percent (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith 59). 
If nothing else, statistics like these demonstrate the continuing relevance of 
Marx’s historical materialist mode of social and literary analysis.
 The global economic crisis that began in 2008 may have created a poten-
tially more receptive climate for the kind of scholarship called for by zipes, 
Andrews, and others than has been the case in the past. Indeed, this is sug-
gested by the acclaim with which a cluster of recent scholarship—focusing 
on the literary production of the Left, especially the radical Left—has been 
met: the 2005 special issue of Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, 
“Children’s Literature and the Left,” edited by Julia Mickenberg and Phil 
Nel; followed by Mickenberg’s Learning from the Left: Children’s Literature, 
the Cold war, and Radical Politics in the united States, which reconstructs 
the role of the Left in shaping the field of children’s literature in the United 
States; and Tales for Little Rebels: A Collection of Radical Children’s Litera-
ture, coedited by Mickenberg and Nel, which makes some of this radical 
literature available again.
 yet Marxist approaches to the study of literature continue to be poorly 
understood and marginalized relative to other theoretical traditions. For 
example, The Routledge Companion to Children’s Literature, edited by Da-
vid Rudd, includes no entry for Marx in the “Names and terms” section, 
although entries for Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Judith Butler are in-
cluded. An entry for Fredric Jameson references an undefined “Marxism” 
as his theoretical framework, and the entry for Jack zipes credits him with 
introducing the area of folk and fairy tales to the “critical approaches” of 
the Frankfurt School, without identifying its Marxist foundations. Rudd is 
not unique, and the result is that while graduate students are well grounded 
in poststructuralist, postcolonial, psychoanalytic, feminist, and queer ap-
proaches to literature, they generally have no idea what a historical materi-
alist or Marxist approach would even be.
 The lack of knowledge about historical materialism is in part due to 
the predominance of poststructuralist, or more broadly postmodernist, 
theory within the study of literature. Poststructuralist/postmodernist and 
historical materialist theories conflict in several fundamental ways, as 
Rudd’s comments in his essay in owners of the Means of instruction? make 
clear.3 Rudd takes Marxism to task for a belief in “some unproblematic ‘real 
world’ discernible outside ideology. Clearly, the main difference with writ-
ers more influenced by postmodernism is that the latter query our access 
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to this bedrock of the real, which is—of course—to query Marxism’s hold 
on the historical pulse, its millenarian trajectory” (44). Despite a number 
of questionable assumptions, Rudd accurately points to the radically op-
posed epistemological and ontological premises of Marxism and poststruc-
turalism. Poststructuralism is antirealist, arguing that we must reject the 
goal of apprehending reality. Reality, the poststructuralist argues, cannot 
be known—Jane Flax, for example, says: “Perhaps reality can have ‘a’ struc-
ture only from the falsely universalizing perspective of the dominant group” 
(634).
 Historical materialism, however, in its rejection of idealism, is realist. 
Like poststructuralism, historical materialism rejects positivism; unlike 
poststructuralism, it seeks to understand social reality as a totality, however 
difficult that prospect might be. Within the social sciences and philosophy, 
post-positivist realism and critical realism investigate these possibilities. 
Justin Cruickshank writes: “Critical realists argue that the self can obtain 
knowledge of a reality that is separate from our representations of it. This 
does not mean we have a direct access to a manifest truth, but instead it 
means that we have access to reality via fallible theories. This view of knowl-
edge holds that there is an objective reality, and instead of hoping that one 
day we will somehow have absolute knowledge, the expectation is that 
knowledge claims will continue to be better interpretations of reality. As 
knowledge claims are fallible, the best we can do is improve our interpreta-
tions of reality, rather than seek a definitive, finished ‘truth’” (1–2). This 
rich body of scholarship and theory, however, is virtually unknown within 
literary and cultural studies—outside of those working in historical materi-
alist traditions. As Lourdes Benería points out, while poststructuralists have 
focused on language, identity, and subjectivity, “these tendencies have run 
parallel, on the material side of everyday life, to the resurgence of neoliber-
alism across countries and to the globalization of markets and of social and 
cultural life—generating rapid changes that need to be understood and act-
ed upon. yet a good portion of postmodern analyses have tended to neglect 
the dynamics of political economy thus deemphasizing important areas of 
social concern having to do with the material and more concretely, the eco-
nomic” (25–26). As Fredric Jameson has argued, as market capitalism has 
given way to monopoly and now late capitalism, it has become increasingly 
difficult for individuals to grasp the way that “economic and social form . . . 
governs . . . experience” (349). However, he argues, the work of art, because 
it might enable perception of the totality of social reality, can help to span 
the gap between “essence and appearance, structure and lived experience” 
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(349). Historical materialism is committed to a view of reality in which 
spanning this gap is possible, however provisionally and laboriously.
 Eschewing the notion of totality, poststructuralists direct attention ex-
clusively to the discursive construction of identity and the politics of differ-
ence. Clearly, a theoretical model focused on discourse is well suited to the 
analysis of literature. Poststructuralists, however, often go beyond the nar-
rowly literary to make claims about the political or even revolutionary sig-
nificance of literature and theory. But while the discursive is undoubtedly 
part of the greater social totality, it is only a part, and must be understood 
in relation to the nondiscursive relations and dynamics characteristic of the 
parts of social reality that, while they may be discursively mediated, can-
not be thoroughly—or even adequately—understood in purely discursive 
terms. Accounts of subjectivity, identity, sexuality, and race—to say noth-
ing of class—that fail to analyze the way in which they are embedded in 
material and historical structures are inadequate. While poststructuralism 
is often promoted as uniquely able to discuss issues of difference, feminist 
historical materialism addresses gender in intersection with class and race.
 But if there is a dearth of historical materialist criticism of children’s lit-
erature, there is even less a feminist criticism of children’s literature that is 
historical materialist in approach. As in literary criticism in general, the 
reign of poststructuralism over other theoretical perspectives results in a 
feminist criticism that is often strangely divorced from historical and politi-
cal reality, given the origins of feminist theory in political movements. This 
lack of attention to the material is evident in the scholarship of some of the 
foremost feminist critics of children’s literature. Christine Wilkie-Stibbs, for 
example, author of The Feminine Subject in Children’s Literature, notes that 
French feminism, which provides the theoretical framework for her analy-
sis, has been criticized as ahistorical and apolitical, but her appropriation of 
this tradition does little to illuminate the relationship between history and 
subjectivity. It is important, however, to maintain the difference between 
changing subjectivity and changing society. Bronwyn Davies also fails to 
make this distinction in her Frogs and Snails and Feminist Tales. While this 
book is significant in its rejection of sex role theory as a viable framework 
for feminist criticism, insisting that children’s agency must be accounted 
for in understanding how they respond to the way in which gender is rep-
resented in literature, Davies collapses the difference between changing 
discourse and changing reality. She persuasively argues that children might 
learn the ways in which gender is discursively constructed and calls upon 
readers to “change the world through a refusal of certain discourses and the 
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generation of new ones” (62). Here, Davies is vulnerable to the criticism 
that Marx made of the young Hegelians when he wrote: “As we hear from 
the German ideologists, Germany has in the last few years gone through 
an unparalleled revolution. . . . [I]n the general chaos mighty empires have 
arisen only to meet with immediate doom. . . . [A]nd in the three years 
1842–45 more of the past was swept away in Germany than at other times 
in three centuries. All of this is supposed to have taken place in the realm of 
pure thought” (German ideology 147). Changing ideas is often central to po-
litical projects, whether feminist or Marxist, conservative or revolutionary. 
It is, however, not sufficient: it is also critical to understand the relationship 
between ideas—or discourse—and material reality, which must also be ana-
lyzed. But as poststructuralism collapses the two and rejects the possibility 
of knowing reality, as a theory it is inadequate to this task.

Feminist Historical Materialism

Feminist historical materialism, however, offers a theoretical framework 
that accounts for discursive and material realities, subjectivity and poli-
tics. In addition to zipes, several feminist historical materialist critics of 
children’s literature merit mention. Lynn vallone, in “‘A Humble Spirit 
under Correction’: tracts, Hymns and the Ideology of Evangelical Fic-
tion for Children, 1780–1820,” analyzes the creation of a “class-and often 
gender-based literature by Hannah More, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, and 
Mary Martha Sherwood. These writers were concerned with issues consid-
ered to be ‘feminine’: religion, home and family” (73). vallone shows the 
ways in which these writers undertook “a vigorously ideological program 
of social control” (74) in didactic writing that encourages female working-
class readers to identity, for example in More’s tracts, with Betty Brown, a 
character whose obedience to a wealthy woman is rewarded with “material 
and personal success” in a marriage to “a good man of her own class” (81). 
J. S. Bratton’s “British Imperialism and the Reproduction of Femininity in 
Girls’ Fiction, 1900–1930” examines the seeming conflict in the functions 
ascribed to females by British imperialism as it was reflected in fiction for 
girls. On the one hand, women were expected to “contribute to the pres-
ervation, perpetuation and enhancement of the race, both physically and 
spiritually” (Mackay and Thorne, qtd. in Bratton). On the other, women’s 
own demands for greater freedoms, combined with the rigors of life in a co-
lonial setting, called for “greater activity and independence” (197). Bratton 
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analyzes stories from The Girls’ Empire, The Girl Guides’ Gazette, and Girl 
Guide fiction, concluding: “[I]ncorporating the modern girl’s demand for 
self-determination, for a wider field in which to develop and to excel, it [this 
fiction] maintains the essential feminine value of instrumentality and sub-
ordination” (214). vallone’s and Bratton’s analyses show that the discursive 
construction of gender must be understood in relation to material social 
reality.
 My own historical materialist, feminist critical practice has critiqued the 
liberal feminist orientation of much feminist children’s literature, an orien-
tation that is reflected in the individualistic character of much of that fic-
tion—ranging from series fiction to Newbery winners—which suggests that 
sexism is the result of ignorance and prejudice that can be transcended by 
hardworking, spirited girls. All too often, such novels fail to show the ways 
in which ideologies of gender are related to social institutions—economic, 
political, legal, religious, familial, and sexual—which must be transformed 
to liberate women and girls.4 Thus, despite significant differences between 
liberal and poststructuralist feminism, each are in their own way idealist: 
liberal feminism in the view that simply by eliminating bad ideas sexism 
can be eradicated, and poststructuralism in suggesting that changes in dis-
course should be the focus of feminist effort. However, some literature for 
children represents the ways in which ideologies of gender, race, and class 
justify material inequality, and although these ideologies have developed 
historically, they are also historically alterable.5

Historical Materialist Analyses of Children’s Literature:  
New Contributions

This volume’s contribution to the development of historical materialist ap-
proaches to children’s literature begins with Mervyn Nicholson’s “Class/ic 
Aggression in Children’s Literature.” Nicholson argues that children’s litera-
ture often appears to be remote from the themes of Marxian analysis such 
as class struggle, inequality, and immiserization; children, rather, seem to 
inhabit a zone of innocence where kings and queens are not the kings and 
queens of history but figures in a fantasy domain independent of historical 
reality. Nicholson shows, however, that in many of the great texts of what 
might be called the “golden age” of children’s literature—such as Alice in 
wonderland, Treasure island, The Railway Children, and The wind in the 
willows—while class struggle is not named, it is represented by ways of 
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speaking and acting that express its underlying social reality. Another im-
portant concept in historical materialism, commodification, or the process 
by which everything—from nature to emotion to human beings to works 
of art—is reduced to an item that can be sold, is central to Anastasia Ula-
nowicz’s analysis of the ways that the Gossip Girl series and its television 
spin-off offer the illusion that by purchasing the proper commodity, the 
“aspirational longing” of readers can be satisfied. In “Precious Medals: The 
Newbery Medal, the yRCA, and the Gold Standard of Children’s Book 
Awards,” Carl Miller analyzes the book as commodity and the role of chil-
dren’s literature in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s and John Guillory’s concepts 
of cultural capital and social stratification.
 Several essays argue that texts that appear to be progressive in fact of-
fer hegemonic views of their subject matter. In “‘We Are All One’: Money, 
Magic, and Mysticism in Mary Poppins,” Sharon Smulders argues that 
while the working-class Mary Poppins seems to triumph over the bour-
geois Banks family at the same time that she schools them in Eastern philo-
sophical truths, ultimately the most significant work done by the novel is to 
reconcile consumerism to antimaterialist belief. Cynthia McLeod analyzes 
novels that represent the labor movement in the United States in “Solidarity 
of times Past: Historicizing the Labor Movement in American Children’s 
Novels” and finds that recent union activism is portrayed in a less favorable 
light than that of the distant past. The way in which recent labor activism 
is represented suggests that the decline of the labor movement is due to 
bullying and violence on the part of unions, or to the success of a postin-
dustrial economy. Daniel Hade and Heidi Brush argue that the picture 
books of Eve Bunting, while they appear to champion social justice, offer 
a similarly hegemonic view of poverty and labor. Although the first-person 
narration of books like Fly Away Home implies that the perspective is that 
of the working class, it is actually a middle-class one, echoing the sentiment 
of nineteenth-century reform literature.
 A number of the essays in this collection participate in the construc-
tion of a radical cultural and literary history. In “The Young Socialist: A 
Magazine of Justice and Love (1901–1926),” Jane Rosen analyzes the way 
in which this magazine, published by the Socialist Sunday School move-
ment, provided an alternative to the jingoist imperialism that character-
ized British children’s literature at the time and sought to shape a future 
socialist society. Jana Mikota’s “Girls’ Literature by German Writers in Exile 
(1933–1945)” discusses novels by German writers who sought to produce an 
antifascist literature that challenged the authoritarian values promoted by 
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National Socialism, including the rigidly prescriptive gender roles imposed 
by the Nazis. Naomi Wood discusses the children’s literature published by 
Anveshi, a women’s collective in India that contests the marginalization of 
low-caste, poor Indian children within the educational system, particularly 
by producing children’s literature that offers a corrective to the ideal child 
typically represented in Indian children’s literature. These books represent 
Dalit and Muslim children not as objects of pity but as models of resistance. 
Ian Wojcik-Andrews seeks to restore multicultural children’s films to film 
history in his essay “A Multicultural History of Children’s Films,” arguing 
that they reflect class struggle as well as economic and racial discrimination, 
which are often elided in Hollywood films.
 As zipes does in analyzing the revolutionary capacity of the fairy tale, 
several essays rely upon the philosophical work of Ernst Bloch. Although 
Ruth Bottigheimer has convincingly argued that children’s Bibles, among 
the first examples of children’s literature, reproduced hierarchical class 
relations, in “Bloodthirsty Little Brats; or, The Child’s Desire for Biblical 
violence,” Roland Boer argues that “moralizing tales of goodness and obe-
dience” are far less popular with children than the more violent tale of Da-
vid and Goliath and others that are less well known but that also show the 
triumph of the smaller and weaker against a stronger oppressor. In “Utopia 
and Anti-Utopia in Lois Lowry’s and Suzanne Collins’s Dystopian Fiction,” 
I argue that while Lowry’s and Collins’s series are similar generically, the 
world views informing them are radically different. Lowry aligns herself 
with the forces of anti-utopia, depicting efforts to create a utopian society 
as incapable of accommodating individual desire, and inevitably failing due 
to the limitations of human nature. Lowry’s Cold War–era skepticism about 
radical efforts to improve society is shaped by her sense of the shortcomings 
of the French and Russian Revolutions; and while Collins’s representation 
of the dangers of revolutionary societies demonstrates that she too is mind-
ful of the real precedents to her fictional utopia, she recognizes that people 
are driven to change the world and remains hopeful that human, collec-
tive efforts can create a just society. The utopian is also the focus of Justyna 
Deszcz-tryhubczak’s “Ursula Le Guin’s Powers as Radical Fantasy.” Deszcz-
tryhubczak argues that Le Guin’s novel also responds to the failures of pre-
vious revolutionary efforts: although the slave boy Gavir, the protagonist, 
rejects “faulty forms of collective resistance” as they prove to be “authoritar-
ian and oppressive,” he learns that a “better world” founded upon solidarity 
and mutual aid can be achieved through individual and social change.
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Conclusion

A historical materialist methodology is especially critical in the analysis of 
children’s literature, as children often suffer most from the inequalities that 
capitalism creates. Responding to this situation, some of the historical ma-
terialist critics of children’s literature in this collection reveal the ways that 
literature for children has too often functioned to bolster the oppressions 
of capitalism, while others champion literature that provides readers with 
an understanding of the construction of social reality, as well as that which 
might enable an understanding of the role that individuals and groups have 
and might play in creating a more just future. The project in which these 
writers and critics are engaged is vital, because children need the vision, 
hope, and knowledge it affords. In addressing this need, the critics in this 
anthology, like many of those who take up Marx’s historical materialist 
methodology, reveal their commitment to the project of justice and hu-
man liberation. In this they join Marx, whose analysis of political economy 
was not disinterested—although it was conducted with the highest regard 
for science; indeed, as he wrote, “the philosophers have only interpreted 
the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it” (“Theses 
on Feuerbach” 145). As the socialist, lesbian, feminist poet Adrienne Rich 
wrote,
 

My heart is moved by all i cannot save
So much has been destroyed
i have to cast my lot with those
who age after age, perversely,
with no extraordinary power,
Reconstitute the world. (264)
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Notes

1. “Historical materialist,” “Marxist,” and “Marxian” are terms that are commonly used 
interchangeably (see, for example, the title of the journal Historical Materialism: Research 
in Critical Marxist Theory), and that will be the case in this collection as well. However, 
“historical materialist” refers specifically to the methods of analysis originated by Marx 
and Engels and employed by those who follow in the tradition they initiated. “Marxian” 
typically also refers to the academic applications of Marx’s thought, while “Marxist” may 
sometimes have a more narrowly political connotation. I could go on, but for the purposes 
of this introduction, this brief clarification should be adequate.

2. Williams’s Marxism and Literature is an excellent introduction to key concepts in his-
torical materialist literary and cultural criticism, as it includes short chapters on literature, 
ideology, base and superstructure, and other topics.

3. The more established position of historical materialism in Great Britain is suggested 
by this collection, the proceedings from a 2006 conference on Marxist perspectives in chil-
dren’s literature held at the University of Hertfordshire. The collection includes a useful 
introductory essay by Michael Rosen on the relevance of Marxist concepts to the analysis 
of children’s literature.

4. For a fuller discussion of this in one of the Sweet valley twins series books, see my 
essay, “Beyond the Image: Adolescent Girls, Reading and Social Reality.”

5. In “Girl Power and History in the Dear America Series Books,” I analyze a number 
of titles from the series that reflect liberal feminist views as well as a number that offer a 
materialist analysis of oppression based on sex, race, and class, and the way in which these 
are interdependent.
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