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In this, the first of two articles discussing literature for
and about children, we will be considering how writing
for the young has changed, reflecting different and
evolving perspectives on childhood. In the second article
we will be asking whether literature can be used
creatively and usefully in the training of doctors. The
suggestion for the topic arose from a session we
organised for paediatricians in the Communication and
Management module of the MSc in Child Health at
Leeds University.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

In this article we want to look at the develop-
ment of children’s literature over the past two
centuries, considering how it reveals changing

and sometimes contradictory attitudes to child-
hood. We have come a long way from seeing chil-
dren simply as “miniature adults”. The develop-
ment of psychoanalysis and related fields in
psychology and the social sciences have deepened
our understanding of childhood as a distinct
phase with various developmental stages. Capital-
ism and industrialisation in the nineteenth
century also had a huge influence on the concept
of childhood, at least among the middle classes,
who for the first time saw childhood as a period
during which the young might be indulged mate-
rially and physically. This led to a vast increase in
the literature and toys available in the Victorian
era. Today, despite our more sophisticated appre-
ciation of the complexity and uniqueness of
childhood, it still perplexes and intrigues us.

Early stories for the young show adult attempts
to control and instruct the child. Later books,
many of which are now considered classics, reveal
an attempt to get inside the child’s mind and are
written much more from the child’s perspective.
This view often sheds light on the adult world in
a humorous, irreverent, or challenging way.
Perhaps that is why we often remember books we
read as children with such vividness and enjoy-
ment and why researching children’s books for
this article has been such a pleasure.

We are fully aware that this article is a hurried
romp through the past, illuminating only a few
texts, while neglecting many strands of narrative,
such as oral story telling, fairy tales, animal
stories, and literature from beyond the Western
world. The books selected were ones we or our
colleagues had enjoyed reading, or thought
provided an insight into childhood experiences.
Further reading is suggested at the end of the
article.

CONCEPTS OF CHILDHOOD
It was not until the end of the eighteenth century

that a children’s book industry developed, encour-

aging reading for pleasure and amusement. Up

until then, books for the young were designed to

teach, inform, and provide moral instruction,

leading onto the study of the Bible and the

catechism. However, as children became a much

more substantial proportion of the population,1

there was a rapid growth in educational provision

for all classes, leading to a new demand for popu-

lar reading material. Some of this demand was

met by “chapbooks”, cheap pamphlets which fea-

tured romances, histories, and religious tracts.

Increasingly they included themes to amuse and

instruct children with pictures and attractive col-

oured wrappers.

Many of these early stories and books featured

death and illness and emphasised the importance

of leading a Christian life and preparing for an

early grave, no doubt reflecting the high levels of

morbidity and mortality in the eighteenth cen-

tury. The Calvinist view of childhood dominated:

namely that children came into the world

branded with the mark of Original Sin and that it

was every parent’s duty to make sure that

children recognised their sinful ways, repented,

and turned to God. A good example of this is Mrs

Sherwood’s book The Fairchild Family published in

1818, which was written specifically to instruct,

rather than to amuse. Modern readers may be

surprised or even shocked by what is considered

“good” for the children’s moral improvement. For

example, Mr Fairchild takes Emily, Henry, and

Lucy to see a thief swinging from a gibbet to

demonstrate the evils of larceny. Death and illness

feature frequently as punishment for various sins

such as greed, vanity, and disobedience as

demonstrated to the Fairchild children by the

story of Miss Augustus Noble, the spoiled child of

a local aristocrat, who burns to death after admir-

ing herself in a mirror with a candle while her

parents play cards. However, death is also

celebrated in the scene where they witness the

uplifting sight of little Charles, a servant boy,

dying in a state of grace, who welcomes his

imminent demise because he is about to be

reunited with God.

The Fairchild Family remained popular well into

the twentieth century despite its high moral tone

and authoritative style, perhaps because the

stories are well written with plenty of dialogue

and lots of action.

THE MYTH OF CHILDHOOD
By the middle of the nineteenth century, a new

image of childhood emerged which was com-

pletely different from the Calvinistic view of the

child as innately wicked and requiring constant

chastisement. Victorian society idealised child-

hood as pure and innocent. The idea that only a

child might put the world to rights and lead fallen
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adults back to salvation recurs as a theme in many books

written at this time, including several of Dickens’ novels. In

Great Expectations, it is Pip’s kindness to Magwitch at the

beginning of the story, that leads to the convict’s reform and

later success. Death, and particularly that of a child, also has a

salutary effect on adults. For example, the deaths of Paul in

Dombey and Son and Little Nell in The Old Curiosity Shop, have

tremendous moral significance for the adults around them.

The latter are brought nearer to God and salvation by witness-

ing the uncomplaining suffering of the young. It is interesting

that illness and death provide excellent dramas in any plot, as

evident today in the numerous “medical soaps” on television.
An idea that we will return to in the second article is that

death or illness in a central character often transforms both
the sufferer and the survivor. In Little Women, rebellious Jo is
tamed and matures by witnessing her dying sister Beth’s
patience and long-suffering. Similarly, in What Katy Did, when
Katy falls from a swing and breaks her back, leading to several
years in bed (!), she is instructed by her invalid Cousin Helen
in the “School of Pain and the lessons of Patience,
Cheerfulness, and Making the Best of Things”.2

If this makes you gag, we suggest you turn to Struwwelpeter
for light relief. Struwwelpeter was written by a Dr Heinrich
Hoffman for the amusement of his 3 year old son. It is comic,
but horrific, a combination that seems to be particularly com-
mon in verse written for children. For example, Conrad who
sucks his thumbs gets his comeuppance when the Red-Legged
Scissor Man (fig 1) rushes in and cuts them off. When his
mother returns from shopping, she is smugly unsympathetic:

“‘Ah!’ says Mamma ‘I knew he’d come

To naughty little Suck-a-Thumb’.”3

Children become ill, suffer horrible accidents, or die when

they are disobedient, and the illustrations of these events are

gruesomely satisfactory. Perhaps it is the absolute certainty that

badness will be punished that appeals to the reader, adult and

child alike. Certainly we can see these themes surviving in

Hillaire Belloc’s Cautionary Tales and some of Roald Dahl’s poetry

for children (although the latter points to adult moral lapses

discovered by children, rather than the other way round).
Alongside the moral tales and books designed to improve

children, there were some wonderfully creative and amusing

books produced, including of course, Lewis Carroll’s Alice in
Wonderland and Edward Lear’s Book of Nonsense. Both writers

use a child’s view to question, mock, and wonder at the stuffy

or incomprehensible adult world. They are immediately more

appealing to the reader and do not patronise or idealise

children, which must have been a great relief to the young

reader fed on a diet of nostalgia and goodly tales.

FIN DE SIECLE
The myth and elevation of childhood continued throughout

the nineteenth century, possibly because in middle and upper

class households, parents had little to do with the day-to-day

care of their children, which was handed over to servants and

governesses. Nostalgia for childhood as a Golden Age

persisted, and interestingly at the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury, a spate of novels appeared that dealt with controlling

time or delaying growing up, such as Vice Versa, Peter Pan, and

The Time Machine. It has been suggested that this was in

response to the great ideological changes that were taking

place at the time, which challenged many of the assumptions

underpinning British culture and led to an insecurity and

longing for the simplicity of the childhood. Not only was nos-

talgia for childhood common in fiction, but Victorian and

Edwardian parents were also idealised and stereotyped.

Fathers were portrayed as stern, noble, and authoritarian fig-

ures, while mothers were perfect, loving, and self sacrificing,

particularly if they could be killed off early on in the plot and

assume “angel” status.

Of course, for the majority of the population, childhood was

still a hazardous time to be survived, rather than enjoyed. For

many working class children the reality was work in factories,

mines, or on the land from 7 or 8 years old, although officially

childhood did not end until the age of 12. The class differen-

tial in education and prospects was highlighted in novels such

as Little Meg’s Children and in many of Dickens’ graphic

accounts of the misery of working-class life and the

workhouse. Kimberley Reynolds4 suggests that there was no

working-class tradition of children’s literature at the end of

the nineteenth century because this sector of society did not

have the luxury to conceptualise childhood as a separate and

precious stage. By contrast, the late Victorian and Edwardian

bourgeoisie was thriving and with it a prosperous children’s

publishing industry.

Figure 1 From “The Story of Little Suck-a-Thumb”, Struwwelpeter.
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CHILDHOOD AS CELEBRATION
The genre of children’s literature evolved as childhood was rec-

ognised as a distinct phase. There was a growth in the number

of women writers at the end of the nineteenth century and cer-

tainly some of them were able to use books for the young to

challenge conventional values and attitudes. E. Nesbit and

Frances Hodgson Burnett are probably two of the best known

children’s writers and were refreshing because they adopted the

voice of the child in their writing. This new perspective meant

the writing was much more realistic. In these stories the char-

acters struggle with real emotions of jealousy, greed, and grief,

and develop emotionally during the story, usually to become

“better” children. They also expose the smugness and stuffiness

of the adult world and question its values. This is particularly

true in E. Nesbit’s books in which the main characters are

almost always free from parental authority and consequently

can have exciting, dangerous, and magical adventures without

constant interference from adults.

The Secret Garden is interesting because physical wellbeing and

psychological health are so clearly linked. Both the main char-

acters, Mary and Colin, are sickly, unhappy, and rejected

children. Colin is hypochondriacal, dictatorial, and spoilt, but

meets his match in Mary who is unimpressed by his claim to be

a hunchback and introduces him to a world outside of his dark-

ened room and self-absorption. Through Dickon, a simple shep-

herd lad from a stable, loving family, the two children learn

about the wonders of the natural world. They grow and develop

in every way, nurturing the secret garden as they learn to nur-

ture themselves and each other. In this story, adults and

children are restored to health by taking an interest in things

outside of their own preoccupations and exercising in the fresh

Yorkshire air. (Incidentally, the latter is much more effective

than Colin’s uncle, Dr Craven, in treating their malaise.)

MANLY MEN
While many children’s classics such as Alice in Wonderland, The
Wind in the Willows, and E. Nesbit’s books were read by both

sexes, a new genre was developing of gender specific fiction.

The boy’s adventure story became immensely popular and was

enjoyed by adults as well as children. Kimberley Reynolds, in

her book Girls Only, comments: “Fictional boys endeavoured to

do: to explore, challenge and master. Girls in books aspired to

ethereal benignity”.5 By the end of the nineteenth century

attitudes to what constituted masculinity had hardened, for a

variety of complex political and economic reasons. Publica-

tions such as the Boy’s Own Paper and popular writers such as

GA Henry and Talbot Baines Reed, promoted the ideals of

manliness, which included bravery, athleticism, and good

health.

WILTING WOMEN
Meanwhile fiction for girls got dumped with all those invalid

married women who were held up as models of the feminine

ideal—“white faced, frail and prone to headaches ... prostrated

on their day-beds whilst frequent applications of eau-de-

cologne are applied to their aching temples by ministering

daughters”6 (see fig 2).

Unmarried women were quite another kettle of fish, and

feisty spinsters feature frequently in children’s fiction, often

taking over the running of the household when Mother has

died (for example, Aunt Izzie in What Katy Did, Cousin Ann in

Understood Betsy, and crabby Aunt Polly in Pollyanna). Or girl

children become “little mothers” and look after their younger

siblings and Father (if he is not absent at Work or War), thus

perpetuating the idea that women belong in the home.

Domestic dramas and school stories flourished, but these were

given a low literary status, partly because juvenile fiction has

always been viewed as inferior to adult writing, but also

because writing for girls was considered of less merit than

stories for boys or men.

DISLOCATION AND UNEASE
Throughout the Edwardian period and between the wars,

childhood continued to be seen as a time of innocence and

purity (although Freud’s theories were soon to upset this per-

spective) and the literature of the time reflected this, perhaps

providing a sense of hope and purpose during the disruptive

war years. But in the period after the Second World War there

were huge developments in juvenile fiction. The sense of dis-

location and insecurity immediately following the war was

evident in books such as The Borrowers, The Children of Greene
Knowe, and Tom’s Midnight Garden. All of these novels feature

children who are displaced or separated from their families

and whose inner worlds become crucial in maintaining their

sense of self in the absence of home and parents. The child’s

perspective is skilfully observed and realistic and the reader

sympathises with the loneliness of the child, and hopes for a

happy resolution, but the tone is thankfully unsentimental. A

new picture of childhood emerges which recognises that life is

difficult and that children often have to deal with situations

not of their own making, which are far from the cosy domes-

tic ideal of the united happy family. (For a fascinating analysis

of some of these books and several other significant classics,

including Harry Potter, see Narratives of Love and Loss by Marga-

ret and Michael Rustin).

MODERN TRENDS
The new realism we see emerging after the Second World War

evolved further. Today modern children’s writers start from

the perspective that children and young adults inhabit a com-

plex and challenging world. Berlie Doherty, Ann Fine, Jacque-

line Wilson, and Judy Blume write about events such as bul-

lying, divorce, mental illness, sex and sexuality, drugs,

disability, and even death (although this is less common than

in Victorian fiction). There is a more sophisticated approach

Figure 2 From The Girl’s Own Paper, c 1880s (reproduced in
Girls Only by Kimberley Reynolds).
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and openness in dealing with these topics and no longer a

presumption that everything will end happily.

Roald Dahl probably deserves a special mention as the most

popular children’s author of the 1980s and 1990s. Perhaps this

is because he seems to be able to get inside the child’s mind so

successfully, without judgement or condemnation. He revels

in the disgusting and scary and his language is often

onomatopoeic and amusing. Grown-ups frequently represent

the enemy, to be triumphed over by the heroic child. It is a very

appealing view for the young, even if sometimes as adults, we

are disturbed by the sadistic nature of the parents, aunts, and

teachers who inhabit his books.

Back in the real world, novels such as Dear Nobody deal with

teenage pregnancy, illegitimacy, and relationships between

the generations. In such a book and many others of its genre,

it is clear that the way we understand and define childhood

has changed. No longer is the end of childhood signalled by

leaving home, sexual experience within marriage, and finan-

cial independence. Boundaries between childhood and adult-

hood are not so clear cut and life today seems increasingly

complicated and dangerous.

A recent positive trend in children’s literature has been the

growth in writing about disability and chronic disease. This

new genre does not patronise the disabled or use them to pro-

mote the personal development of the main able bodied char-

acter, as previously. Similarly, there have been several books

that include mental health problems. Jacqueline Wilson

describes a mother with manic-depressive illness in The Illus-
trated Mum, and Anne Fine’s The Stone Menagerie starts with a 12

year old boy reluctantly visiting his batty aunt in a mental

hospital, only to discover a bizarre couple living in the grounds

who play an important part in his aunt’s improvement.

Many of these difficult topics are dealt with humorously

and affectionately, making it easier for the young reader to

accept that human beings are complex, contradictory crea-

tures, and neither adults nor children live up to the ideal.

If this gritty realism is too much and an escape into fantasy

is needed, J.K. Rowling and Philip Pullman’s books provide

excellent stories as well as tackling complex psychological

issues. Adults and children enthuse about these novels, which

immediately raises their literary merit from the bottom shelf

of stories for children to serious writing for all.

CONCLUSION
We hope we have shown that literature for children and about

children over the past 200 years illustrates that our view of

childhood has changed, evolved, and become much more

sophisticated. Many factors have contributed to this change,

including industrialisation and the growth of capitalism,

increased scientific and psychological understanding, and full

time education for all young people. Improvements in health

and economic circumstances mean the pattern of morbidity

and mortality has altered, leading to an increased survival of

those with disabilities or chronic diseases. The literature of

each generation reflects the dominant ideology and so we can

follow the shifting concept of what constitutes childhood

through the writing produced for children, as well as the way

in which children are portrayed in adult books.

In the next article, we will be discussing what doctors, and

paediatricians in particular, might gain from reading literature

written for the young. We will also be providing a list of

recommended books and discussing the merits of using such

texts in the training of doctors.
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Lessons from the Literature
Suggestions by paediatricians of books illustrating children’s experience of illness and health care

Title and author Author Any comments given Who suggested it

Disability
Skallagrigg William Horwood 1980’s story about resettling disabled adults

from institutions
Janet Hislop/Diane Collett

Heidi Johanna Spyri Clara in a wheelchair Margaret Fletcher / Bob Phillips /
Lizzy Dierckx

Chapter 2. Biography of
Emperor Claudius

Suetonius Claudius’ chronic illness as a child with
resulting physical (and mental?) disability
clearly CP

David Levene

The raging quiet Sherryl Jordan Deafness and resulting exclusion Jenefer Sargent

Planet of the Blind Stephen Kuusisto Visual impairment Jenefer Sargent

The Poisonwood Bible Barbara Kingsolver Hemiplegia with speech impairment. Diane
has a copy.

Jenefer Sargent

The Secret Garden Frances Hodgson-
Burnett

Boy shut away afraid of becoming a
hunchback

Lizzy Dierckx

Spellhorn Berlie Doherty Blindness and seeing Jenefer Sargent

Damburst of dreams Christopher Nolan The feelings of a child with athetoid CP Harvey Marcovitch

The boy who went away Eli Gottlieb A teenager’s relationship with his autistic
brother

Linda Hutchinson



The clematis tree Anne Widdecombe Sensitive story of a boy disabled by an RTA
and the effect this has on the family

Janet Anderson

Warrior Scarlet Rosemary Sutcliff A disabled celtic child (?Erb’s palsy) who
evetually slays a wolf and is accepted

Stella Imong

Helen Keller’s teacher Mickie Davidson Teacher overcomes abuse and obstacles and
teaces the deaf blind Helen Keller

Rollo Clifford

What was wrong with Tiny
Tim?

Am Jnl Dis Child 1992
or 93

Was renal tubular acidosis and rickets
underlying Tiny Tim’s name and appearance

Malcolm Battin

Injury/ trauma/ acute illness
Hidden Lives Margaret Foster Description of fingers being lanced in

1930/40.
Sharon Bowring

Face Benjamin Zephaniah Boy coping with facial burns Kath Price

Dead kidsongs Toby Litt A child’s account of having meningitis Bob Phillips
The peppermint pig Nina Bawden Polly has scarlet fever Neville Belton
Boy Rouald Dahl A traumatic tonsillectomy at the doctor’s Vidya Krishnan/ Mary Rudolf
The Land of the Counterpane
from a Child’s Garden of Verse

Robert Louis Stevenson Verse on being confined to bed Lesley Price

Treasures of the Snow Patricia St John Child deliberately causes another an accident,
ending with child in calipers

Diane Collett

Child abuse/protection
Harry Potter J. K. Rowling Bereavement, bullying, foster care. Cliona Ni Bhrolchain / Liza Boyle

Once in a house on fire Andrea Ashworth Biography about growing up in an abusive
household

Linda Hutchinson

The Bone People Ken Hulme Deeply disturbing account of physical abuse Tony O’Sullivan/ Stella Imong

A boy called ‘It’ Dave Pelzer Boy rescued from severe physical and
emotional abuse inflicted by mother

David Vickers

‘Tis a pity she’s a whore John Ford 16th century, genetic sexual attraction and
incest between siblings

Heather Payne



A series of unfortunate events Lemony Snicket Bereavement, emotional abuse, neglect, a
sibling who can’t talk

Anna Sharma

The bean trees Barbara Kingsolver Post abuse trauma and adoption Jenefer Sargent

1.3.14-18 Book 6 of “Institutio
Oratoria”

Quintilian Attack on coroporal punishment and how it
may lead to a child accepting sexual
exploitation

David Levene

Oliver Twist Charles Dickens Neglect, residential care, adoption, child
abuse

Heather Payne / Tony Waterston

Harry and the Wrinklies Alan Temperley Child abuse, being in care, neglect, criminal
involvement

Lorraine Lambert

Goodnight Mr Tom Michelle Magorian Surviving bereavement, child abuse, mental
illness, separation etc

Lorraine Lambert/ Paul Carter

Angela’s Ashes Frank McCourt An abusive household with young children
dealing with alcohol abuse (father) and
depression (mother)

Cliona Ni Bhrolchain

Angel eyes David Almond Children in care having lost parents for
various reasons

Lorraine Lambert

Death and dying
Tom Brown’s School Days Thomas Hughes Death of a friend / lack of information

Red Sky in the Morning Elizabeth Laird Girl who’s brother has hydrocephalus and
dies. Written for teenagers.

Jean Bowyer

Spoon Face Sternberg TV and radio play A child facing terminal illness Margaret Fletcher/ Janet Hislop/
Steve Cronin

Two weeks with the Queen Morris Gleitzman Boy whose brother has a terminal illness and
gets sent away

Jenefer Sargent

Preface to Book 6 of Institutio
Oratoria 

Quintilian Talks of sons’ deaths and movingly about the
illness of one of them

David Levene

Letters 5.16 Pliny Moving description of the illness and death
of the 13 yr old daughter of a friend

David Levene

Little Women Louisa M Alcott Beth is frail and dies in Good Wives Mary Rudolf/Cliona Ni Bhrolchain



Bleak House Charles Dickens The heroine contracts smallpox from a poor
cottager

Barbara Lewis

Narratives of love and loss Michael &Margaret
Rustin

A survey of depictions of bereavement in
children’s literature

Graham Sleight

Charlotte’s web EB White Moving book about birth and death Graham Sleight
Through a glass darkly Jostein Gaarder Sharon Bowring/ Lizzie Dierckx

Health care
Nicholas Nickleby Charles Dickens Medicine given as a punishmnet Lizzy Dierckx

The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe

C S Lewis Lucy’s magic cordial fixes all Lizzy Dierckx

Hard Times Charles Dickens The son is sent to the seaside as he is
“wasting”

Miss Molly had a dolly
Christoper Robin had wheezles

AA Milne Young children’s poems about illness Bob Phillips/ Mary Rudolf

Doctor Dog
Bad Habits

Babette Cole Young children’s book on acute illness and
prevention

Gill Robinson

Relationships
Koala Lou Mem Fox Australian story for coping with younger

siblings getting in the way
Paul Carter

Bad girls, The illustrated mum,
Dustbin baby

Jacqueline Wilson Stories relating to fostering and adoption Heather Payne

Huckleberry Finn Mark Twain Child observing father going through cold
turkey

Ruth Skelton

The Railway Children E Nesbitt Mother’s illness; local GP as friend and
supporter

Lizzy Dierckx

About a boy Nick Hornby Adolescent’s relationship with an adult Tony Waterston



The subtle knife Philip Pullman Will’s mother has mental health problems
and he is the carer

Neville Belton Graham Sleight

The summer house loon
The other darker Ned

Anne Fine The father of the main character is blind Neville Belton

Oedipus the King Sophocles Problems encountered when child is not told
they are adopted

Heather Payne

Charlotte’s Webb E.B.White Wonderfully moving book about birth and
death as inevitable processes

Graham Sleight

Two Weeks with the Queen Morris Gleitzman A boy’s reaction to his brother’s leukaemia Emma Storr
Sellig David Almond About an older brother coping with the birth

of a premature sibling
Emma Curtis

Other
What Katy did Susan Coolidge Margaret Fletcher
The magician’s Nephew CS Lewis Diggory brings magic cure to his dying

mother
The other side of truth Beverley Naidoo West African children illegally smuggled

into UK with an imposter ‘mother’.
Experience of refugee children.

Tony O’Sullivan

Innocent blood, Death in Holy
Order

P D James Adoption theme in both Heather Payne

Nature of the Child Hippocrates Medical writings about children’s physiology
and illnesses

David Levene

Sneaky Poo, go home Lizzy Dierckx

Books for children about
illness/hospital
A lot of Topsy and Tims Jean Adamson
Curious George at the Hospital HE Meys Sarah Gilead
Various titles MY Bees Issue related picture books for preschool and

early years
Living with (various illnesses) Published by Wayland Nonfiction titles for 8 years up
The fact about (various Published by Belitha Nonfiction titles for 8 years up



illnesses) Press

Other resources
Narratives of Love and Loss Michael and Margaret

Rustin
Survey of depictions of bereavement in
children’s fiction

Graham Sleight

Contact for children’s books Centre for Language in Primary Education Contact Olivia O’Sullivan:
olivia@clpe.co.uk

Contact for adoption themes Adoption UK, summarise literature with
adoption theme

Heather Payne

www.scottishbooktrust.com
www.booktrust.org.uk

www.clinpharm.ox.ac.uk/JKA/
Tales.htm

List of autopathographies-patients’stories,
mainly adult, but some childhood
experiences

www.dipex.org List of patient experiences which is being
collected for reference. Adult only at present

http://www.scottishbooktrust.com/
http://www.booktrust.org.uk/
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