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Philosophy and Children’s Literature

	Once upon a time a question was posed. Which came first: philosophical debate or children’s literature? Philosophical debate has obviously been around for millenniums, but children’s literature tends to be considered a much more modern concept, excluding folk tales passed down audibly. However, the two are more intertwined than the first glance gives away. Philosophical debate sparked the reexamination of the concept of childhood, which in turn lent its ideas to children’s authors. At the same time, children’s authors structured ideas of right and wrong along with other ontological dilemmas into their writing, which in turn contributes to philosophical debate. 
The purpose of this paper is to present and explain an argument that takes a position on an ethical topic concerning citizens. This paper is all about the role both philosophy and children’s literature have on some of our youngest citizens. While children’s literature may not seem like an ethical topic, many ethical topics are brought up within children’s literature and it is often a child’s first introduction to ontological dilemmas. In this paper I will show that Rousseau’s idea of childhood is true, the first generation of children’s authors’ ideas on childhood is false and indefensible, and the second generation of children’s authors is true to Rousseau’s ideas and defensible.
 I first explain Rousseau’s reconstructed concept of childhood. I then explain how the first generation of children’s authors ignored this definition in their writing and give examples. Next, I explain the differences that caused the split in generations of children’s authors. Subsequently I explain the ways in which second generation children’s authors deconstruct the concept of childhood. Lastly, I explain how authors of today use these ideas in their writing.
In her 2007 article “Agents of Reform?: Children’s Literature and Philosophy,” Karen McGavock presented the following argument which I put into Modus Ponens form:
1. Society mistakenly views children as innocent.
2. If children are innocent, children’s literature actively deconstructs childhood and maps this process.
3. If children’s literature actively deconstructs childhood and maps this process, children’s literature is morally beneficial.
                  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
4. Therefore, children’s literature is morally beneficial.
	To begin, Rousseau both “asserted the innate goodness of the child and his associations with freedom” and “made innocence and childhood synonymous ... which is problematic bc of the connotations is has with simplicity,” (p. 130). Because of these changes to the original construction of child, “children’s literature came to be regarded as a simple medium far removed from philosophy dilemmas, ontological concerns and complexities,” (p. 130).  Around this time is when the first generation of children’s authors began putting out work, although they tended to adhere to the original construction that Rousseau had so thoughtfully changed.
	The first generation of children’s literature were “didactic primers, intended to prime the child reader, purge him or her of original sin and foster passive obedience,” (p. 130). They “ascribed a low status to childhood” and “adhered to the old construction of childhood, regarding children as empty vessels to be filled,” (p. 130). Because of the prevalence of didacticism in these early works, it is unsurprising that something had to change.
	On the surface it is difficult to discern exactly what caused the radical shift in children’s literature between the first and second generations, but with a closer look it is discovered that it was due to the authors themselves. Lewis Carroll started the revolution, with authors such as C.S. Lewis and J.M. Barrie joining in, just after the turn of the twentieth century. These men all had less than idyllic childhoods, and lost their supposed “innocence” at such a young age that the stories designed for them were not capable of handling. They were able to look back at Rousseau’s work, break it down, and incorporate it into stories that would (and continue to) be enjoyed by the child, not dictated to them, for decades to come.
	Carroll, Lewis, and Barrie are responsible for three of the most well known children’s stories to date: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, The Chronicles of Narnia series, and Peter Pan. Carroll had Alice, a young girl who fell down a rabbit hole and ended up “in flux and in … suspended development,” (134). Lewis had Caspian, Eustace, and Jill who “re-enter[ed] moments in fiction” and demonstrated how that can “instigate positive change,” (p. 135). Barrie had a boy who could not be categorized by any means an adult could think of (p. 135). 
 Today, J.K. Rowling is perhaps the most well known follower of the tradition of breaking down the barriers of supposed innocence and explaining the full extent to which a child’s life is lived because of her Harry Potter series. While other authors’ works are certainly doing this, the popularity of her books in particular speak volumes for the importance of deconstructing what life is truly like. She does not shy away from difficult topics such as birth and death, but instead incorporates them flawlessly into a story of right and wrong by confronting and exploring challenging ideas. 
In sum, children’s literature is morally beneficial because it actively deconstructs childhood and maps this process out for children to work through in the context of their own lives. And (almost) everyone lived happily ever after.
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