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Children's literature undoubtedly plays an essential role in childhood development. One of the ways it does this is by communicating messages of gender ideology, whether it be subliminally or overtly. By the time children have reached their preschool years, they are already forming concepts of what it means to be feminine and masculine. Girls and boys as young as four years old begin to adopt characteristics they associate with their respective genders. This paper will explore how the stories we share with our children present the gender roles that will shape them into the adults they will become, with a focus on a feminist approach. The types of literature that will be examined are fairy tales, a book in the Chronicles of Narnia series, a short story written in response to the Chronicles of Narnia, and The Hunger Games series.


One of the most widely recognized genres of children's literature today didn't even begin with children as the intended audience. This, of course, is the fairy tale. “A fairy tale is a type of short story that typically features European folkloric fantasy characters, such as fairies, goblins, elves, trolls, dwarves, giants, mermaids, or gnomes, and usually magic or enchantments” (“Fairy Tale”). Many of these tales contain dark and violent thematic elements, not generally suitable for children. The version of the fairy tale that many children are more familiar with is the enormously popularized Disney interpretation. "Disney's influence helped establish this genre as a children's genre, and has been blamed for simplification of fairy tales ending in situations where everything goes right, as opposed to the pain and suffering – and sometimes unhappy endings – of many folk fairy tales“ (“Fairy Tale”).


The elements of fairy tales most of us are familiar with include (but aren't limited to): The knight in shining armor, the damsel in distress, the pretty princess, the wicked witch, the prince charming, the evil stepmother, the dragon in need of slaying, the female in need of saving, the perfect ending, true love, happily ever after, etc. Suffice it to say, most of us can recognize these as characteristic fairy tale elements. And more than that, most of us are able to recognize the sexist ideologies behind them: males are generally presented as dominant and independent, while females are generally presented as passive and dependent. “Many parents, educators, and literary critics know that it remains impossible to read these charming tales and ignore their capacity for reinforcing limiting sex role stereotypes...” (Fisher, Silber). While fairy tales are a charming and enduring part of American and British cultures, they also present children with troubling views of gender roles at an age when they are most impressionable. Fairy tales “...exert a noticeable influence on cultural ideals of goodness, images of evil, models of manhood and womanhood, and fantasies about 'true love'” (Fisher, Silber). 


As young girls mature into women, they internalize the sexist messages in fairy tales they were told as children, going so far as to idealize them in their every day lives with dreamy hopes of one day being swept off their feet by “prince charming”, which is really just a facade for aspiring to be dependent on a male figure. “Offering only blissful fantasies of feminine helplessness, the best known fairy tales stir readers to anticipate and even welcome miraculous masculine rescue” (Fisher, Silber). Women even take solace in revisiting these tales as parents and passing them along to their children. Just think of the number of little girls one would see dressed up as princesses every day if their parents let them. The socialization process of teaching young girls to walk, talk and act like proper princesses is so deeply ingrained in society that it is part of the cultural identity. 


But why should this be so when, taken at face value, fairy tales are nothing more than a negative, sexist socialization instructional manual that reeks to high heaven of praise for an antiquated and condescending patriarchal system? In these tales, women are not granted any female role models and are taught to view other women as opponents standing in the way of their hand in marriage to a prince. Take, for example, the relationship between Cinderella and her stepsisters. Cinderella endures the constant abuse from her stepsisters, a behavior which is encouraged by her stepmother. In the Grimm version of the tale, the stepmother even resorts to butchering off parts of the stepsisters' feet in order to fit the glass slipper. It would appear that the women in Cinderella's life would go to great lengths just to prevent her from being happy. “All three fairy tales [Cinderella, Snow White and Rapunzel] reach a proper patriarchal conclusion, each woman in the castle with her prince, shut away from mother and sisters alike: these tales offer readers no imaginable female ally” (Fisher, Silber). Strong messages like denouncing female friendships and relying on men to come to the rescue can severely limit young girls' ideals of social roles in life.


Another beloved children's literary classic is the Chronicles of Narnia series. The Chronicles of Narnia are filled with elements of fairy tales, fantasy, Greek and Roman mythology, and Christianity. This seven part series tells the story of four ordinary children, Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucy Pevensie, and their encounter with a magical world just beyond the door of a wardrobe: an enchanting place full of fauns, centaurs, evil witches, and talking animals. 


In the seventh and final book in the series, The Last Battle, a false Aslan is roaming around, and Narnia is becoming divided between true and false Narnians. This culminates into a “last battle”, in which Aslan destroys Narnia and leads the children into Aslan's Country – a place that is representative of the Christian idea of Heaven.


While Peter, Edmund and Lucy die in a railway accident with their parents, thus transporting them into Narnia and subsequently Aslan's Country – or Heaven - for an eternity “...in which every chapter is better than the one before”, Susan is excluded from this other-worldly paradise because, according to Peter, “she is no longer a friend of Narnia” (Lewis). And the characters Eustace and Jill go on to make sneering, unapologetic explanations for the absence of Susan:


“'Yes,' said Eustace, 'and whenever you've tried to get her to come and talk about Narnia or do 
anything about Narnia, she says, 'What wonderful memories you have! Fancy your still thinking 
about all those funny games we used to play when we were children.'


'Oh Susan!' said Jill. 'She's interested in nothing nowadays except nylons and lipstick and 
invitations. She always was a jolly sight too keen on being grown-up'” (Lewis).


Whether or not the reader is left to interpret this as Susan's growing-up and her disbelief in Narnia and/or her discovery of sex which would contradict the Christian ideals Narnia represents (indeed many theories exist), it still stands as testimony to the negative way in which women of reproductive age are often treated in fairy tales or fantasy. All too often they are portrayed as the wicked witches or the evil stepmothers. And in this case in particular, Susan is denied eternal bliss because she has matured into a woman, (or so it would seem). Interestingly, if Peter is a year older than Susan by the time of The Last Battle (he is 22 while she is 21), why had he not become too “grown-up” for Narnia? It would appear that something other than “growing-up” was at play here be C. S. Lewis in the removal of Susan. 


Neil Gaiman, author of Coraline and many other notable works, attempted to write a response to this in the form of a short story entitled “The Problem of Susan”. The problem of excluding Susan from the happy ending her parents and siblings receive, Gaiman says, “...always struck me as being deeply problematic. And a few years ago, I wrote a short story addressing the problem of Susan...” (Gaiman, Pierce).


“The Problem of Susan” revolves around two characters: Greta, a young female journalist sent to interview an older female professor of literature, Professor Hastings, whom readers are undoubtedly supposed to identify with an adult version of Susan Pevensie, though this is never explicitly stated. Together they discuss the fate of Susan as it appears in the last book of Narnia:

"'You know, that used to make me so angry.'

'What did, dear?'

'Susan. All the other kids go off to Paradise, and Susan can't go. She's no longer a friend of 
Narnia because she's too fond of lipsticks and nylons and invitations to parties. I even talked to 
my English teacher about it, about the problem of Susan, when I was twelve. [...] She said that 
even though Susan had refused Paradise then, she still had time while she lived to repent.'

'Repent what?'

'Not believing, I suppose. And the sin of Eve'” (Gaiman).


But what would Susan have to repent for? Disobedience? Greed? Succumbing to temptation? For tempting Adam in return? Since Susan isn't guilty of any of these things, Greta then begs the question, “There must be something else wrong with Susan” (Gaiman). Instead of Susan being left behind, is it possible that she wanted to escape from Narnia? The professor poses this scenario:
“A god who would punish me for liking nylons and parties by making me walk through that school dining room, with the flies, to identify Ed, well... he's enjoying himself a bit too much, isn't he? Like a cat, getting the last ounce of enjoyment out of a mouse” (Gaiman). This would appear to be Gaiman's response to Lewis's simplistic moral judgement of Susan as a silly and conceited girl consumed with the need to act “grown-up”. Furthermore, there appears to be a larger religious commentary going on here about the belief vs. disbelief in the idea of a Christian God (notice the intentional lowercase “g” in Gaiman's use of the word “god”). Perhaps there is a notable dissension between the religious beliefs of Gaiman and Lewis and also between Susan and that of Narnia. Perhaps Susan, much to the dismay of feminist readers, is simply the vehicle for Lewis to express his Christian apologist ideals.


Hypothetical situations set aside, the general consensus on the problem of Susan is one of sexism. Why was Peter, the oldest sibling, able to go to Narnia Heaven while Susan wasn't? Why do none of her siblings or friends defend her honor once she is no longer a part of Narnia? What messages does this send to young girls as they mature? For whatever reasoning the reader may land upon, the “problem of Susan” is a troubling one and has even become a catchphrase for the feminist investigation into her treatment.

Setting aside the worlds of fairy tale and fantasy and delving into science fiction, a more contemporary young adult series has been causing quite the commotion since its 2008 debut. This series is The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, a dark and violent dystopian, post-apocalyptic tale that follows the life of Katniss Everdeen, a teenage girl whose story begins by being thrown into a brutal kill-or-be-killed annual challenge referred to as the Hunger Games in order to protect her younger sister from the same fate. 


What's remarkable about The Hunger Games isn't just that they feature a female protagonist.

What's remarkable is that they feature a strong female protagonist, through and through. Much like a fairy tale prince on a white horse coming to slay the dragon in order to save the princess locked high-up in the tower, Katniss Everdeen is continually the one to rescue the people in her life. She does this so often and to such great lengths that she makes a willing martyr out of herself in many instances. Initially, we see it with her sister, Prim, at the reaping of district 12 in the first novel. Her sister's name is called, and she immediately steps in to volunteer to take her place, thus saving her from certain death. In the arena with Peeta, she does whatever she can to keep him alive, even if it means risking her own life. The second time going into the arena for the Quarter Quell, she makes it her mission to ensure that Peeta's life is saved, which this time she believes means certain death for herself. The list goes on. And even before Katniss's involvement with the Capitol, she was risking her life to hunt illegally outside the district boundaries in order to keep her family alive. After her father's death left Katniss's mother unable to cope with the loss, Katniss took it upon herself to become the sole provider for the family. This is an important role to note for a female character, as being the “bread winner” is a role normally reserved for men.

Whereas female characters in fairy tales - and many other genres, for that matter - rely heavily on characteristics of weakness, passiveness, the inability to fight for oneself, catering to male wants/needs, co-dependency (especially co-dependency involving a handsome male lead), and falling blindly, helplessly and stupidly in love, the female lead of this story is fierce, independent, skillful, intelligent, resourceful, loyal, and above all a survivor. Her happiness does not revolve around a love interest. Although, admittedly, there are two love interests in this story, which unfortunately adds the all-too-familiar and at times nauseating dynamic of a love triangle. However, Collins writes Katniss with such strength and independence that the reader rarely sees tender glimpses of Katniss accepting affection from the men attempting to woo her. At times, her character can even come across as cold and robotic. It isn't until the very end of the series that Katniss is learning to heal emotionally in order to even consider the idea of accepting love from someone else. And it certainly isn't in a ride-off-into-the-sunset, happily-ever-after kind of way. “...on bad mornings, it feels impossible to take pleasure in anything because I'm afraid it could be taken away” (Collins). In many ways, Katniss is a survivor and a testament to the elasticity and strength of the human spirit. 


It's great to see so many wonderful qualities come from a female character today. In fact, it's nice just to see a character that so many children and adults idolize – regardless of gender – possess so many admirable qualities. Such was not always the case, especially for older generations of readers. In an NPR interview Tamora Pierce speaks on this issue:

“...we had active girls in historic fiction, but many feminists have made the point that by the end of the book, they were usually settling down and behaving and taking up more sedentary roles.... The area where it got to me was at the end of The Lord of the Rings where the warrior woman Eowyn gives up being a warrior woman. When I fell in love with Tolkien that was the one really awful betrayal for me – that she gave it up. I didn't see why she couldn't have the family and the career” (Gaiman, Pierce).


And though Katniss in the end of the Hunger Games trilogy would appear to follow the same formula laid out by so many stories before in which the “warrior woman” (or whatever the equivalent here would be) lays down her sword to get married and have a family, Katniss's ending has more depth than that. Instead of abandoning her own life for one of childbearing, one has to consider that Katniss never chose to be a fighter. Save from volunteering to save her sister from the hands of the Capitol, Katniss was then throw into the arena, into the hands of others to be continually manipulated and violated against her will. What makes her story different is that she is a survivor in all that ways that someone can be a survivor. And her choice to seek male companionship and eventually children came only after years and years of a painfully slow healing process from all the traumas and hardships that had been forced upon her. 


Is this, then, a step forward for the gender roles that we subconsciously present for children to subscribe to? Only time will tell.


The aforementioned stories were just a few pieces that present different manners of examining how gender ideologies are shaped by the stories children read. They are in no way a comprehensive list or a means of forming a generalized statement on the topic. With that being said, it is interesting in retrospect to look back at the books one read as a child and finally see what types of sexist overtones were present all along. In contrast to that, it can also be pleasantly surprising to discover that a positive perspective is there as well. But above all, it's important to reflect upon the ideologies of gender we are projecting onto our children because of the social and cultural impact it has on our lives and on our futures. 
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