
Archetype or
stereotypes;
fantastic realise in children's literature

miriom uu morongo A

In this paper selected children’s stories . , , , ,F F lunes are analysed against the backdrop of
Jung’s ideas on the psyche. It is therefore necessary to dwell briefly on Jung’s

ideas in order to give the paper its necessary theoretical background. Jung, the

Swiss psychiatrist, attempted to understand the human psyche through analysis of

dreams and fantasies. His ideas eventually developed into a theory of psychology

known as Analytic psychology. According to Jung’s ideas the personality has

three levels of awareness:

-  the Ego -  the T  of the conscious mind

-  the personal unconscious of the individual’s own repressed memories, thoughts 

and feelings

-  the basic collective unconscious that is shared by all mankind

The collective unconscious is evidenced in the common symbols, images, and 

themes that emerge spontaneously in fantasies, dreams and myths of all mankind. 

These dreams, fantasies and myths reflect basic human urges, fears and experiences. 

Jung called these fundamental forms of the collective unconscious archetypal or 

primordial images. He held that although archetypal images appear in many 

forms, the archetypes themselves are limited in number. Archetypes are expressed
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uniquely according to culture: the English, for example, portray the hero archetype 

as a courteous and controlled gentleman, while the Greek portray the same 

archetype as a guileful trickster.

Jung argues that the formation of archetypal images is spontaneous in every age 

and in all social circumstances. This is due to the fact that they grow out of the 

basic and fundamental nature of the psyche. The collective unconscious which is 

the source of these images may be seen as the contact between the individual and 

the larger-than-individual forces. Archetypes manifest the fundamental and 

primordial process of symbol-formation in man. As natural symbols, archetypes 

reflect man’s elemental contact with the world.

Due to their fundamental function and resourcefulness in symbolic value, 

archetypes are a useful tool to creative writers. Archetypes have been exploited 

variously by many creative writers in order to generate meaning in works of art.

Examples of archetypal images include the mother archetype, the hero, the 

villain, the wise old man, the amina (the beautiful princess) and the persona 

among others. When manifested through individual psyche, the archetype may 

take various forms. For example the mother archetype may appear to a child as 

“ the good mother” . This archetype takes various forms such as the virgin Mary, 

a goddess and abstract things associated with fertility. The “ bad mother” would 

on the other hand appear as a witch, dragon, and graves. These archetypes, 

among others, appear in fiction with varying degrees of frequency and with 

unique characteristics.
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Examples of works of art that have exploited archetypal images are abundant. A 

good example is Oyono’s House boy where we see M Moreau as the figure of 

the archetypal villain while Toundi is the figure of the archetypal scapegoat. In 

Derek Walcott’s Ti-Jean and his brothers, Ti-Jean is the figure of the archetypal 

trickster.

Due to the nature of its audience, children’s literature is more open to the use of 

archetypal figures. This is because in their early years, children are generally 

willing to accept any world the writer presents to them. This acceptance is, however, 

not a conscious and conscientious belief in the truth of the world presented, but 

acceptance through participation in this world. Writers of children’s stories have 

therefore drawn from the enchanted world that gratifies the child’s wish for a 

“ reality” where nothing is impossible; the world he or she still knows. Given 

such a context it is easy to see why the Jungian archetypes render themselves 

more readily usable in children’s literature. This is because exaggeration and 

fantasy which may hamper credibility are more readily acceptable to a child than 

to a grown up.

It is in the attempt to fulfil the child’s wish for a world where nothing is 

impossible that the writer makes use of archetype to create fantasy. Due to the 

nature of his or her audience, the creative writer is exposed to a particular 

danger: the danger of reducing archetypes to stereotypes or simply creating 

stereotypical patterns and characters. A stereotype has been defined as a special 

kind of flat character, a figure that has occurred so often in fiction that his or 

her nature is immediately known. Examples of stereotypes include: the brilliant 

detective with eccentric habits, the beautiful international spy with a mysterious 

background and the sharp child-detective. A stereotype is a fixed and familiar
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figure whose use in fiction is to fulfil an established function. Archetypes are 

similar to stereotypes in that they possess fixed and familiar characteristics. 

However, the main distinguishing factor is that while an archetypal character is 

capable of development, a stereotypical one is not. The sterotype never rises 

above the accepted role and associations of his or her kind.

Both archetypes and stereotypes have their place in art and the literary artist can 

use both to great interpretive purpose. While this is true, it is also possible for 

these character types to be used in a way that hampers creativity. An analysis of 

Barbara Kimenye’s Moses series will help demonstrate how stereotypical patterns 

and characters can lead to a dead end in creativity. But before we get into that it 

is necessary to analyse a story that makes use of archetypal figures in order to 

demonstrate how archetypes generate meaning in children’s literature. I shall 

analyse the story “ my father’s gourd” , in which a young girl’s gourd is accidentally 

carried down-stream as she uses it to fetch water.

This narrative tells of how this young girl follows the gourd for many days 

trying to retrieve it from the river, without success. As she follows the gourd, she 

encounters very many strange things including food that is mashing itself. She 

hears a voice from the food telling her, “ Young girl, come mash me and eat 

me” . The young girl mashes the food, but she does not eat even a bite. She 

continues with her journey and encounters similar tests of patience, endurance 

and self-control. She passes all the tests and is rewarded with beautiful jewellery 

and the recovery of her father’s gourd. When she returns home her father is so 

proud of her, but her ugly stepsister is jealous and envious. She decides to re

enact her beautiful stepsister’s drama in the hope that she will get a similar 

reward. She deliberately lets her father’s gourd slip out of her hands into the 

river and then she starts running after it and sings just as her stepsister had
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done. On the way she encounters the same tests, but out of greed she fails all of 

them. Finally she is “ rewarded” with a skin disease that covers her whole body. 

When the father sees her, he is so horrified that he decides to escape and leave 

her behind. Her mother, however, plays a trick and consequently the beautiful 

stepdaughter is left behind while her own ugly daughter is taken along. When he 

discovers that he has been tricked, the father is very angry and he kills his wife 

and daughter and finally himself. The beautiful girl looks for her family in vain 

and eventually gets married to a handsome man with whom she lives happily 

ever after.

This narrative could be read as a demonstration of the duality of human nature. 

The two girls may be seen to represent different sides of the human psyche: the 

persona and the shadow. According to Jung, the psyche has three components: 

the persona, the shadow and the amina/aminus. The persona is the social front 

which we display to the world. The shadow is the inferior and darker part of 

ourselves which we suppress. The amina/aminus is the feminine designation of 

the male psyche and masculine designation of the female psyche.

In the context of Jung’s interpretation of the psyche, the beautiful, patient and 

self-controlled girl represents the persona while the ugly, gluttonous and impatient 

girl represents the shadow.

A child reading this story participates in the events re-enacted within the fictive 

world. This story contains several fantastic elements and necessarily calls upon 

the audience to suspend disbelief while in the fictive world. The suspension of 

disbelief is something that will come naturally to a child. The child audience will 

easily grant the writer the initial impossible supposition on which the fantasy
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begins, but the child’s mind expects (though not in a conscious way) probability 

within this impossibility.

The plot in this narrative develops in a fantastic, but plausible manner. Due to 

this “ plausibility” of plot and character, the child-audience will tend to identify 

with the beautiful and virtuous girl (the heroine) while she dissociates herself 

from the ugly vicious girl (the villain). Gradually, this will affect the child’s 

consciousness as she starts observing heroic and villainous traits in herself. In the 

earlier stages of the child’s development she is not able to distinguish between the 

self, the symbol and the symbolised. The child is not consciously aware of the 

symbolic relations within the narrative, but gradually such a narrative helps her 

in her quest for integration of the identity towards realism in dealing with the 

outer world. The symbolic exploitation of archetypal images in children’s 

narratives thus becomes a useful identity tool.

The stories that I would like to use for the discussion of stereotypical patterns in 

children’s literature, are some of the most popular children’s stories in East 

Africa: the Moses series which includes more than eight books. Some of the titles 

are Moses and the kidnappers, Moses and Mildred, Moses the camper and Moses 

in a muddle. The books are authored by a lady by the name of Barbara Kimenye. 

The setting is an imaginary school in some part of Uganda. The target audience 

is children of about 11 to 14 years of age.

Nearly every schoolboy in East Africa knows Holy Moses, the main character in 

the series. This is the boy who has a knack for spotting trouble and getting stuck 

knee-deep in it. The books are full of adventure, mischief and wit. The writer 

makes use of humour and ridicule to satirise Mukibi Educational Institute for the
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Sons of African Gentlemen (MEISAG), the school where the action is set. The 

popularity of this series is no doubt due to certain merits within the books. The 

concern of this paper does not include a detailed discussion on the merits of the 

books.

The discussion will centre on two of Kimenye’s books: Moses in a mess and 

Moses and the man from  Mars. In these two books like the rest in the series we 

have particular characters around whom action revolves. These are Holy Moses, 

the narrator, his friends King Kong, Itchy Fingers, Rukia, Old Mukibi (the 

headmaster), Mr Karanja (the deputy head) and Kigali the old gatekeeper.

All the stories in this series follow the same basic pattern: the main boy- 

characters get into trouble or are involved in an adventure that eventually gets 

them into trouble. There is therefore not much variation on plot development. 

Although the regular main characters are present in all the stories, every story 

introduces at least one new character around whom the adventure revolves. In 

Moses in a mess the new characters are the inspector of schools and Zenobia, the 

rich widow. In Moses and the man from  Mars the new character is Zeddi, the 

lunatic.

The regular characters are flat and a good number of them are recognisable 

stereotypes. The headmaster of MEISAG is the figure of the mean and miserly 

headteacher. He is described in the following terms in Moses in a mess:

Old Mukibi, the Headmaster, was more vulture-like than ever. He hunched, scowling, 
in the high-backed chair reserved exclusively for him (Kimenye 1991:1).



The adjective “ old” that is used throughout with reference to Mukibi is not so 

much a designation of his age, but of his eccentric habits. He is stubbornly 

strong-willed and clings to his own ideas however awkward or outlandish. As 

Holy Moses observes one wonders why old Mukibi bothers to hold staff-meetings 

since he never listens to anybody else’s opinion. Throughout the series, any 

reference made to the headmaster is done in a way that makes him look 

ridiculous. A good example is when Itchy Fingers and Simbwa get stuck in the 

collapsing roof. When Old Mukibi arrives on the scene he “ screeches” at the 

boys to get down immediately. As the boys are being rescued “ Old Mukibi 

ranted like a maniac about vandalism and destructive students” .

Mr Bulega, one of the teachers at MEISAG, is the figure of the absent-minded 

school-master. He is described as being the mildest member of the teaching staff 

if only because his memory is so poor. According to the boys, Mr Bulega is 

sometimes in danger of forgetting his own name.

The rest of the main characters are all recognisable to the audience by means of 

a particular aspect of their character which becomes their mark of identity 

throughout the series. King Kong, whose real name is Sebastian Mulutu, is the 

singer who, in his imagination, has become engaged to Miriam Makeba. Rukia, 

Dorm 3 prefect, is “ a man of the world” who always knows more that everybody 

else. Itchy Fingers is the boy who always “ absentmindedly” lays his hands on 

other people’s belongings. Kigali the old gatekeeper is perpetually after his bottle 

of Waragi. The only character in the series who does not have a flaw in his 

character is Mr. Karanja the deputy headmaster. He is the only teacher on the 

whole staff who would dare to talk to old Mukibi with boldness and “ he probably 

got away with it because he is the only member of staff with proper teaching 

qualifications and no blemish on his career” .
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The character portrayal in this series does a lot to give the books their sense of 

humour. It also engenders familiarity between the characters and the audience, 

no doubt one of the reasons why the books are very popular. However this 

could also lead to the wrong emphasis because it is the flaw in each character 

that is the object of focus. Itchy Fingers, for example is recognised by his 

disposition to always be in possession of other people’s belongings (stealing). This 

aspect of his character is not only his mark of identification, but is also what 

earns him a place of “ honour” among his dorm-mates. He always comes in 

handy when they want something from another dorm. Rukia, is always talking 

about girls and drink. He never misses an opportunity to drink anything 

alcoholic. This gets him into trouble when they go to rescue King Kong and Holy 

Moses and he drinks so much of Zeddi’s drink that he ends up being the one to 

be rescued. After this misadventure everybody expects Rukia to be expelled or at 

the very least lose his post as the prefect of Dorm 3. Nothing of the sort 

happens. He gets away scot-free and immediately resumes his “ man of the 

world” pose.

In this particular case one can almost see an attempt on the part of the writer to 

manipulate the story to fit into a certain pattern. Having Rukia expelled and 

consequently a new prefect elected would naturally disrupt the familiar pattern, 

something the writer wishes not to do. This highlights one of the problems that 

stereotypical patterns can lead to. It hinders the natural development of the 

narrative where the plot comes to its own logical conclusion. If allowed to develop 

naturally, the narrative would burst the seams of the plot thus destroying the 

organised pattern of a series. The writer of the series therefore finds himself 

forced by formal requirements to sacrifice certain creative liberties.

These restrictions have significant effects on plot, character, theme and consequently, 

on the audience. As we have already observed, the author has to tailor her
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narrative in such a way that it does not burst the seams of the plot. She also has 

to fashion the story in such a way that characters fit within the plot. This means 

that characters neither advance in age nor develop in character. Perhaps this is 

one of the major problems facing the writer of a series. She will find her characters 

growing up and growing old and consequently struggling to burst out of certain 

confinements. The events leading to Rukia’s apparently imminent expulsion are 

precisely such a case. Everything Rukia has done points to the logical consequence 

that he should be demoted and possibly expelled, but the confines of the plot 

and the series insist he has to be forgiven and maintain his position as prefect of 

Dorm 3.

The audience of the Moses series interact with all the familiar characters everytime 

they read any of the books. They interact with characters who do not creatively 

“ surprise” them. The absence of reform and development does not aid character

building in the children (audience). Another effect that this stereotypical character 

portrayal can have is hampering the children’s sense of perception of realistic and 

logical progress. There is nothing in the stories that indicates the class level of the 

boy-characters. They remain static, not moving to higher classes in school. 

Significantly, group clusters are on the basis of dorms and not class-level. This 

may be seen as the author’s tactic to make the time factor in the stories remain 

amorphous and noncommittal. This device succeeds, to a certain extent, in that it 

naturally shifts the focus of the audience from progression in time to scenes of 

adventure. But despite this, the child-reader who is more critical may insist on 

some degree of realism especially in this crucial aspect of time.

Apart from having a basic plot and basic character types, the Moses series has a 

basic thematic pattern. At the centre of these adventure stories is the concern 

with the state of the education system in general and MEISAG in particular. The
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author portrays a country where education is so greatly valued that everybody is 

ready to get it at whatever cost. Old Mukibi exploits this situation by establishing 

a substandard school. To compensate for the absence of quality and substance he 

gives the school a high sounding name (Mukibi’s Educational Institute for the 

Sons of African Gentlemen). The irony is that people are so desperate for education 

that they fail to insist on the most basic aspect, quality. They therefore send their 

children to this school in complete disregard of the poor educational and living 

standards that it offers.

In this school everything always goes wrong. Commenting on the debating session 

that sparks off the dramatic action in Moses and the man from  Mars, Holy Moses 

observes:

Mr. Karanja ... saw the Debating Society ending in a mess like everything else at 
MEISAG (p 2).

After this Moses gives examples of several undertakings that have failed in this 

school: the Drama Society failed because everybody wanted to be a star while the 

singing Club failed because King Kong thought he was the only star. The miserly 

headmaster and proprietor is of course at the centre of the mess in this school.

MEISAG is the refuge of the rejects from all the other schools in the country. 

This is probably the reason why old Mukibi does not bother to improve the 

standards. The boys in this school are perpetual trouble-makers. They languish in 

boredom whenever the school is running smoothly causing them to be always on 

the look out for adventure, which in most cases gets them into trouble. The boys 

know each other and their teachers well. They know how their school operates 

including all its loop-holes. The boys have one driving passion: to have adventure
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and fun and to out-manoeuvre anybody who stands in their way. The author’s 

concern with satirising the education system and MEISAG operates within this 

preset pattern. The boys voice what they know to be wrong within the school, 

but do not do anything beyond this. What emerges from a reading of the series 

is that the basic pattern of the stories does not allow for a thematic development. 

The stubborn and miserly nature of the headmaster and the run-down state of 

the school are basic structuring components in the stories. A major change in 

either would lead to basic changes in the structure of the stories. In Moses in a 

mess action revolves around the school inspector’s visit. The ensuing drama is 

directly related to the unkempt state of the school. In their attempt to make the 

school presentable for the inspector’s visit the boys of Dorm 3 encounter 

Zenobia. Similarly in Moses and the man from  Mars it is due to the nature of 

the pupils at MEISAG (everybody wanted to be a star and to hear their own 

voice) that the debating session finally ends with King Kong and Moses in the 

wilds where they have their adventure with Zeddi. The objects of the author’s 

satire are the basic structuring elements, and action is inevitably tied to them. 

They place certain restrictions on the author in dealing with her themes: she can 

poke fun at the objects of her satire but cannot proceed beyond this. This is 

because the structuring principles of the story do not allow for a more complex 

thematic development.

From the discussion of these three aspects of Kimenye’s works (character, plot, 

theme) what emerges is that a strictly patterned structure of artistic creation is 

successful only up to a certain degree, beyond which it becomes a hindrance to 

creativity. The creation of stereotypical characters and patterns could lead to 

sterility whereby all we have are stories that pander to children’s desire for 

entertainment and adventure, but do not develop other faculties such as logical 

reasoning and the sense of poetic logic and justice.
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Writing about children’s literature Margery Fisher has observed:

The reading of a child is more thorough and more definite in its impact than the 
reading of an adult (Fisher 1967:9).

This necessarily places a mighty responsibility on the writer of children’s fiction. 

It cautions against seeing children’s books as some form of toys. Although the 

world of children may be disproportionate thus causing exaggeration to be a 

natural way of portraying this world in fiction, the writer of children’s fiction 

should be cautious lest he exaggerates in a way that hampers sincerity. The adult 

writer must give purpose to the story. She should be an interpreter of life, 

inform the child and make statements for him which the child is not old enough 

to make for himself.

The writer of children’s literature can do this by striking a balance between the 

real and unreal. Stephens (1992) has observed that one of the curious sides to the 

criticism of children’s literature is the urge to polarise fantasy and realism into 

rival genres. Felicity Hughes has observed that this is as a result of the view that 

seriousness is associated with realism and fantasy is associated with nonserious or 

popular literature for audiences such as children who are deemed incapable of 

serious aesthetic responses.

It is the contention of this paper that such a polarisation is an over-simplification 

of the child’s mind. Instead of polarisation what should be sought is an integration
j

of the two, what is here termed as Fantastic Realism. Elements of fantasy will 

gratify the child’s need for delight and pleasure and enable him or her to participate 

in the enchanted world of the collective unconscious. On the other hand realism 

is also necessary. This is because as Stephens observes, realism reflects society
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and in so doing, by means of a fictional construct, helps children mature intel

lectually and emotionally by enabling them to engage with subject positions that 

are “ similar” to consensus reality.

Whether the writer of children’s literature decides to make use of archetypes or 

stereotypes, what should be aimed at is a sincere portrayal of life. The balance of 

fantasy and realism will produce literature that will satisfy both the emotional 

and intellectual faculties of children.
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One city, other , 
worlds: **
the reading preferences of black second  
language English readers in a large urban library

sue mcmurroq

In August and September 1993, we undertook an informal survey of our child 

readers in the Johannesburg Public Library with a view to assessing changing 

reading preferences. We were aware of new cultural influences on our young 

readers, such as the influence of American television programmes, as well as the 

fact that children are being exposed at an ever younger age to adult feelings and 

experiences. This gives them a surface sophistication that was not so noticeable in 

the past. We also took into account the change in the borrowers using our 

library. The Johannesburg Public Library has been open to all races since 1974. 

In practice, until recently, the nonwhite usage of the library was limited to our 

libraries in the South West Region, which was a coloured and Indian residential 

area, and to the Central Children’s Library in the CBD which was heavily used 

by Indian and, to a lesser extent, by black children. The loosening of the group 

areas laws from the late 1980s brought an interesting shift in borrower usage. 

Mayfair Library, because of changing residential patterns, changed from a 

predominantly white Afrikaans branch to a predominantly Indian English branch. 

Other branches followed suit. The picture changed even further with the 

replacement of the formerly whites only TED (Transvaal Education Department) 

schools with the model B and C schools. Bearing this in mind, we included a
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space for home language on our questionnaires with a view to gauging the 

preferences of our second language English readers.

The first questionnaire asked only for age, standard, home language, what books 

the child had enjoyed recently and favourite authors. We wanted to use the 

information for book selection and readers’ guidance. The overall result was 

fairly predictable. The top six authors were Roald Dahl, Enid Blyton, Carolyn 

Keene, Franklin W. Dixon, Judy Blume and Francine Pascal. The six most 

popular titles were Charlie and the chocolate factory by Roald Dahl, The Secret 

diary o f  Adrian Mole by Sue Townsend, and The Witches, The BFG, Matilda 

and The Twits, all by Roald Dahl. A noticeable aspect was the preponderance of 

series amongst the favourite books mentioned. The most mentioned of those 

were; The Nancy Drew series, The Hardy Boys , The Famous Five, The Secret 

Seven, Sweet Valley High and Asterix. There was a noticeable swing to American 

titles and series. It was disappointing that the same relatively few authors and 

titles were mentioned over and over again. There was a sad lack of variety in the 

preferences of our readers. This seems to point to the importance of image and 

marketing in the youth culture and the lack of individual exploration.

The responses of our black second language readers were different from those of 

the first language English readers. They were less “ brand” conscious. They 

seemed to make do with the titles available rather than seeking out specific 

books. They were also more likely to cite books about sport or aeroplanes, for 

instance rather than a specific title as their favourite book. Although there was a 

predictable difference in reading ability there was not as big a difference in age 

and school standard as expected.

The youngest children, up to Std 1 (children in year 3), chose a mixture of 

picture books, beginner readers and fairy tales as their favourite reading matter.
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The children in Stds 2 and 3 liked some picture books, some easy nonfiction, 

fairy tales again, books from our “ easy to read” section, including some 

specifically designed for black second language readers, and some of the books 

by authors popular amongst first language readers like Roald Dahl and Judy 

Blume.

In Stds 4 and 5 there was a greater contrast between the good readers and the 

inexperienced ones. The latter mentioned picture books, fairy tales and easy to 

read books intended for much younger children but also titles chosen by first 

language readers in their age group. These included titles by Judy Blume, Roald 

Dahl (though the actual titles are suitable for younger children), Betsy Byars and 

Victor Canning. Favourite series included The Famous Five, Nancy Drew, 

Freshman follies and Sweet dreams, the latter two being teenage “ soap opera” 

type series. Interestingly, though most of the books mentioned are popular, 

accessible titles, one 12 year old stated that The Railway children was one of her 

favourite books.

The intriguing results of this survey prompted us to evaluate the reading 

preferences of our black second language English readers in more detail. This 

time the children filling in the questionnaire were asked their age, standard, sex, 

school and place of residence. They were asked to state their favourite authors, 

titles, series and kind of book. The object was to see if there was any correlation 

between school and home and reading level and preferences. Selected libraries 

were chosen for the survey. They were the Central Children’s library which has 

mainly black children as borrowers, Melville and Murray Park branch libraries 

which are used by children from “ bridging” schools, Hillbrow library situated in 

what is rapidly becoming a black residential area, and Emmarentia, Linden and 

Rosebank, traditionally white suburban libraries which now have a fair number 

of black child borrowers.



The Central Children’s Library caters mainly for black children. It is used on 

weekdays by children who live in Soweto and other townships but go to school 

in Johannesburg, some to bridging schools, some to centre-city colleges and 

others to schools in the suburbs. Most of their parents work in the city centre 

and see the library as a safe haven for their children in the afternoons. On 

Saturdays it is also used by children who go to school in the townships. There 

has always been a comparatively large demand for picture books, fairy tales, 

beginner readers and easy nonfiction. In recent years, newly available books 

intended especially for nonnative speakers of English have become popular. 

Heinemann’s Junior African writers or JAW S, Macmillan’s Hop, step and jum p  

beginner readers, Mactracks and Melts series, Longman Gems and Maskew Miller 

Longman’s Sunny day readers among others, have been greatly in demand. The 

several Ladybird series of fairy tales retold for beginning readers have always 

been very popular in the Children’s Library. In fact when children in this survey 

cited a classic as their favourite story it was usually the Ladybird or Disney 

retelling which had been read.

Favourite titles, as expected, included picture books and fairy tales up to Std 1 

and the same together with easy-to-read stories, simple nonfiction and popular 

titles for Stds 3 to 5.

The choice of favourite authors was very interesting when taken with the age of 

the child. A Std 2 who lives in Berea chose Roald Dahl while a Std 5 who lives 

in Soweto chose Richard Scarry and another, Enid Blyton. A Std 3 mentioned 

Mark Twain and a Std 4 JM Barrie, but had probably read them in a simplified 

edition. More interesting authors mentioned by Std 5s included KM Peyton and 

Chico Twala, Don Mattera and Mzwake Mbuli who are not children’s writers at 

all but are perhaps more culturally relevant to the child reader.
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Under favourite series Ladybird and Little Golden Books were mentioned as well 

as Black Hole School, Tintin and Asterix and The Secret Seven.

Favourite kinds of books included sport, adventure, nature and romance from a 

pupil in Std 5.

Melville is a medium sized surburban library. All the children who took part in 

the survey go to the Foundation School which is a bridging school in the 

neighbourhood. Some of the children live locally while others come in from the 

townships.

In a small sample, Dr Seuss and Tony Blundell were the favourite authors.

The favourite titles were fairy tales, picture books, a Bible story and The Wizard 

o f  Oz, presumably in an easy-to-read edition.

Favourite series from the Std 2s and 3s were Ladybird, Secrets and Tintin.

A Std 2 from Dobsonville favoured books about animals.

The children who use Murray Park, a small branch library east of the city, are 

divided between those who live and go to school in the area and those who come 

in from the townships to school. The nearby Dominican Convent acts as a 

bridging school for children from Soweto.
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Favourite author by far was Roald Dahl. Others mentioned were Enid Blyton 

and Michael Morpurgo (by a Std 1).

The titles included picture books, fairy tales and Dahl titles as well as a book 

called The Babysitter, which is a picture book intended to help young children 

who are not used to being left with a minder.

Favourite series included Asterix, Tintin, JA WS, a Beginner series and (from a 

Std 5) Sweet dreams.

The respondents were more forthcoming about the kinds of books that they 

enjoyed than about specific authors, titles and series. They liked fairy tales, 

adventure stories, science fiction and horror. Jokes and music appealed, as did 

books about sport, especially karate and cricket, the stars, nature, history, 

children in other lands, sewing and cooking and trains.

Hillbrow, as most people are aware, is a flatland area where many black families 

live. The children in the survey using the Hillbrow library either lived in the area 

or came in from the townships to the Johannesburg Girls Preparatory School. 

Most of the children have had relatively little exposure to open education.

Again, the most favoured author by far was Roald Dahl. Others mentioned were 

Enid Blyton, Yvonne Coppard (rather surprisingly from a Std 3) and Jan and 

Stan Berenstain, authors of the books about the Berenstain Bears. One author 

mentioned had written one of the titles in the Usborne mysteries series while 

several others wrote books which were published in the JA WS series. Some
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authors were untraceable and one child listed a publisher as an author. Three 

pupils listed Charles Dickens as a favourite writer but did not specify a title and 

one chose Louisa M Alcott, also without specifying a specific title, so it was 

difficult to work out why these authors had been picked as favourites unless they 

had been introduced to the pupils by a teacher, which is possible as all the 

children concerned went to the same school.

The titles chosen as favourites were a mixture of picture books, books at various 

levels in JA W S  and similar series and titles from American series about everyday 

life. The reading standard among these children was very uneven. Many of the 

titles listed were not readily identifiable, either being little-known or nonlibrary 

material, or so garbled that it was impossible to trace the title. A Std 3 from 

Cyrildene Primary chose Roald Dahl’s Charlie titles and another from the same 

school Simple Simon by Yvonne Coppard, which is a surprising choice as it is a 

rather English story about a boy who is a little slow but comes into his own in a 

family crisis, but other Std 3s from Eden College and Johannesburg Girl’s 

Preparatory School chose picture books, one of which was a Little Golden Book 

and easy nonfiction. Two Std 3s from different schools chose For your own 

good, a picture book about fostering. One of these pupils chose, in addition, 

Raging robots and unruly uncles by Margaret Mahy which is linguistically 

demanding. In contrast one of the Std 4s, from the United Church School listed 

Nan and the sea monster, which is classed as a beginner reader, as a favourite 

title and another The Three little pigs. Std 5s, from I H Harris, liked titles in the 

Babysitters Club series, Nancy Drew and Roald Dahl books.

Favourite series included The Berenstain Bears from a Grade 2, presumably 

meaning the beginner reader titles, and The Berenstain Bears chapter books, 

which are easy to read titles suitable for a much younger child, from a Std 5.
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The Std 3s mentioned JAW S  and Gazelles, a publisher’s easy-to-read series. Two 

readers mentioned the Julian stories, a series of stories about a young Carribean 

boy. There was a general tendency to confuse publishers with series as Collins, 

Adlib and Heinemann were all listed as favourite series. The Std 5s liked Nancy 

Drew, The Babysitters Club and The Secret Seven as well as several series for 

young adults like Freshman games, Lion tracks, Point horror and various Sweet 

Valley series.

The kinds of books listed as being preferred were in some ways wider than the 

specific authors, titles and series that were chosen. Up to Std 4, fairy tales 

featured prominently as did mystery, adventure and ghost stories. Std 3s from 

the same school liked both fairy tales and love stories! Comics too were men

tioned by a Std 3. Std 5s liked detective, mystery, horror and adventure stories as 

well as young love books. Some of the choices were more specific, for example, 

one girl wanted books about girls and what happens in life. Another girl wanted 

sad books. Nonfiction subjects listed included dinosaurs, making and baking 

things, Bible stories (especially about Christmas) and “ books about experimenting 

in books” .

Emmarentia is a quiet suburban branch in a formerly all white neighbourhood. 

The children who use the library all live and go to school in the area. Some of 

the children live in the houses with their families, others are children of domestic 

workers.

The authors mentioned as being popular are all well-known mainstream children’s 

writers such as Enid Blyton, Roald Dahl, Michael Hardcastle and Terence Dicks 

but interestingly some of the specific titles mentioned are from series intended for 

second language readers like Hop, step and jum p  and Sunny day readers.
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Favourite series included some that are not really series at all, such as animal 

books from our beginner reader section. Others mentioned included The 

Berenstain Bears, The Rupert books, The Famous Five, Banana books (a 

publisher’s easy-to-read series) and Goosebumps.

Preferred types of books were about sport, nature and animals, people and 

trains. The children liked fun books, ghost and scary stories.

Linden is our busiest branch library. The children who responded to the 

questionnaire all live and go to the school in the suburb.

The authors mentioned as favourites were all well-known mainstream children’s 

writers. Most popular was Roald Dahl. Others listed were Enid Blyton, Herge, 

Quentin Blake, Jeff Brown, Caroline Keene, Jill Murphy and two “ teenage 

writers” Caroline B Cooney and June O ’Connell.

Favourite titles included The Fantastic Mr. Fox and Flat Stanley (from a Grade 

2), several Roald Dahl titles (from a Std 3) and two Sweet Valley Fligh titles 

(from a Std 3 who goes to the German School). Two YA titles, Camp reunion 

and Love letters fo r  sale were mentioned by a Std 5. There is no difference here 

in the choice for age from a first language reader.

Favoured series were; Ladybird (Grade 2), Tintin, Ladybird graded readers (Std 

1), Asterix, Sweet Valley High, Dana girls, Nancy Drew, Famous Five, Secret 

Seven, Freshman Dorm, Sisters and Sweet dreams (from Std 2-5).
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Kinds of books that were mentioned as desirable were adventure books, funny 

books, story books and mysterious books. Subjects favoured were cricket, arts 

and crafts, birds, animals and cook books.

Rosebank is another large suburban library. The area is becoming more commercial 

as residential properties in the immediate vicinity have been taken over by offices. 

There have always been a lot of schools in the area, including private schools 

that were open to all races long before the government ones. Therefore some of 

the black pupils have had a long exposure to better education even while living in 

the townships. Most of the children who filled in the questionnaire live in the 

area now, though some come in from Soweto and Alexandra to school.

Favourite author by far was Roald Dahl, followed by Judy Blume and Francine 

Pascal. Other well-known authors mentioned were Anne Fine, Dodie Smith, Enid 

Blyton, Chris Smedley and Anne Holm. These are all mainstream children’s 

writers. Less well-known are Candy Malherbe, who writes about South African 

history and ethnic groups, Brian Ball, a writer of easy-to-read titles, and James 

Nisbet whom I was unable to trace. The pupils who chose the less well-known 

authors all live in Pimville.

Only one fairy tale was listed among the favourite titles and that was by a Std 3 

from Alexandra. Other favourites included an easy nonfiction title from a Grade 

2 who lives in Elton Hill and Pretty Star the pony by Enid Blyton from a Std 2 

from Alexandra. The Std 3s who live in the area favour Enid Blyton school 

stories, Dahl titles and Pongwiffy by Kay Umansky which is a humorous story 

about a witch. In contrast, a Std 3 from Pimville favoured a little-known easy- 

to-read title. A Std 4 pupil who lives in Soweto also likes Pongwiffy and Sir
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Gadabout, a funny story about a medieval knight but again a Std 4 from 

Pimville chose the same easy-to-read title as the Std 3 pupil from the same 

township, another similar title and Anne Fine’s Flour babies which, though 

deceptively easy-to-read, is on another level when it comes to the ideas contained 

in the book. The choice of the Std 5s was very wide from some easy to read 

titles, more appropriate for younger children to Matilda, Anastasia Krupnik, 

Blubber, The Cricket in Time Square, I  am David, Me, Jane and White Fang. 

Here there was no difference in the taste of those who live in the suburbs and 

those who live in the townships.

In Rosebank the favourite series were Bright sparks, a nonfiction series for the young, 

and Noddy in Grade 2. A Std 2 from Alexandra liked the Disney titles. The Std 3s 

favoured Enid Blyton’s school series, Pongwiffy, Scrambled legs and Sweet Valley 

Twins. The Std 4 and 5s liked Almost sisters, Anastasia, the various Sweet Valley 

series and one mentioned Puffin books which is an imprint not a series.

The list of favourite kinds of book was also interesting. Sport featured prominently. 

Netball, softball, tennis, gymnastics, boxing and soccer were mentioned specifically. 

One child liked chess books best. The children also liked books about things to 

do, ancient legends, places, countries and cultures. Then there were those who 

liked fiction especially teenage and love stories. One specified that these must 

have a happy ending but the most specific wanted books “ with girls that can’t 

stop talking about boys” ! And that was from a boy who was voluble in expressing 

his preferences.

Again there were no real surprises in the overall favourites. Favourite author by 

far was Roald Dahl, followed by Enid Blyton and Judy Blume. No other writer
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received more than three mentions. Favourite titles were Matilda and Charlie and 

the chocolate factory followed by The Mystery o f  Mister E, a JA WS title, Peter 

Pan and the BFG. All the other titles received two mentions or less.

Favourite series was Sweet Valley High with JA WS, Ladybird, The Secret Seven 

and Tintin tying for second place. These were followed by Anastasia, Asterix and 

The Famous Five.

From this information it is clear that there is not one typical black second 

language reader. Each child is affected by her background and education. Black 

children with a long exposure to open schooling have tastes similar to those of 

their first language counterparts. They choose the child bestsellers, so to speak.

There is a marked difference in the reading habits of our borrowers in different 

branches across the library system. A definite pattern emerges when home and 

school are taken into consideration. Children who live in the suburbs and go to 

school there, and children who have spent a large part of their school careers in 

private or formerly TED schools and who are presumably more affluent and 

therefore exposed to Western cultural influences via the media of television and 

film, find it easy to read and enjoy the same books as their English-speaking 

colleagues. The real difference is in the children who have had little or no 

experience of Western culture. They are learning both the language and the 

culture that goes with it. They can cope only with the bare skeleton of a story 

that has been pared down to essentials. Retellings of fairy tales and the more 

concrete beginner readers are perfect for them as they tell a straightforward story 

in a direct way. These children are not yet ready to cope with linguistic subtleties. 

This of course means that they miss most of the childhood English classics unless
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they read them in simplified editions which lose most of the magic of the 

original. First language readers miss these also if they are not read to from an 

early age and so become accustomed to the more literary forms of the language.

Older children, once they can read fairly fluently, seem able to go on to the 

easier teenage books. Most of these are geared to the modern teenager, who has 

little time available for reading, and are therefore quick and easy to read. The 

language is usually no more demanding than that spoken on television, which is 

probably familiar to many of our second language speakers. Other children find 

books by black African or local writers, though perhaps intended for adults, 

more accessible because the subject matter is relevant to the child.

Perhaps the biggest difference between the more disadvantaged second language 

readers and first language readers is the knowledge of what books are available. 

Either through word of mouth or clever marketing, English-speaking children 

know about the popular authors and ask for them by name. Often the books 

they want are not the best of their type but only the best known and the skilful 

librarian can broarden their horizons by introducing other titles. Second language 

readers mostly do not know what to ask for and are dependent on whatever titles 

are available at the time. It is therefore very important that the libraries used by 

these readers stock suitable, accessible books and display them so that the 

children can find them easily.

Subject relevance is more important for the children who are just beginning to 

read English. It is too difficult for them to cope with a foreign language and 

foreign background and concepts at the same time. As they become more fluent 

in the language they can broaden their horizons and read about other people and
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places. It was encouraging to see books about other peoples and cultures listed 

among the favourite kinds of books of some of the older children.

It was also encouraging that, though the good readers favoured the same small 

band of authors as the general survey, one of the writers favoured was Roald 

Dahl. Adult critics are divided about his moral views but he is a writer who 

delights in words and lets his imagination soar. So many of the other really 

popular writers for children are mundane and belong to the examining your own 

navel school of writing. Series like Sweet Valley High are virtually junior soap 

opera in print. They appeal to the children because they seemingly mirror real 

life. Unfortunately it is a very pedestrian real life and with no scope for the 

possibilities of imaginative literature. This is a problem found in child reading 

across the board at the moment. Children growing up with the wide range of 

media available today, lack time and seem to be losing the attention span to 

tackle books that are more linguistically and intellectually demanding but more 

rewarding in the literary sense.

Ideally children grow up surrounded by adults, parents and teachers and 

librarians, who know about books and can point them in the right direction. 

Often the parents of the most disadvantaged black children cannot read 

themselves and are not familiar with what books are available. In these 

circumstances any adult who is concerned with the child, either teacher or 

librarian, has a great responsibility to forward the child’s reading. Introducing 

the right book at the right time can make all the difference. This was borne out 

in all the surveys that we conducted. We found pupils from the same school 

choosing titles that had obviously been recommended to them by a teacher.

Word of mouth and personal recommendation work for all children regardless of 

their background.
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In conclusion, the child borrowers at the Johannesburg Public Library who read 

English as a second language, are a diverse group, representative of our country 

as a whole. All stages of development, from educated and sophisticated to 

severely disadvantaged, are found in our readers. Each branch reflects a different 

pattern of preferences and book selection policies must take this into account.
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Context and culture
as a factor in black children’s responses to books
rhuli rocM)e

Introduction

The lack of a reading culture amongst black South African children (and 

especially amongst rural black children) is a cause for considerable concern to 

researchers, authors, library and information workers, teachers, publishers and 

parents. The theory is gaining currency that the basic problem lies with supplying 

black children with irrelevant books, books with settings and situations with 

which they cannot identify. This concern has become stronger with the advent of 

Model C schools where school librarians/media teachers and teachers are baffled 

by black children’s preferences in terms of reading matter. Amongst the reasons 

which have been suggested as being responsible for this nonreading culture, is the 

issue of interaction between the cultural background depicted in the text and the 

cultural background of the reader. Hence the focus in this paper on context and 

culture and how they affect children’s responses to books.

First, it is necessary that the two key concepts in this paper are defined, namely, 

context and culture. Such definitions are essential, as the issue of cultural back- 

ground/cultural perspective stems from one particular interpretation of the



Context

Barnhart and Barnhart (1979:448) define “ context” in general as “ the immediate 

environment; attendant circumstances or conditions; background” . After a review 

of general definitions of “ context” , I have arrived at the definition which views 

context in children’s literature as the “ setting, the environment, the socio-cultural 

background, the situation” . This definition would include the pictures and 

illustrations contained in the text, and is consistent with Pritchard’s view, which 

refers to the cultural perspective of the text (1990:291).

Culture

Also, although there are a number of general definitions of the term “ culture” , 

two main contending approaches are evident.

The static approach

The first approach views culture as a static phenomenon which cannot change. 

According to this view of culture people are born into cultural categories that 

determine the way they are going to be moulded and will function throughout their 

lives. This understanding of culture sees blacks as a homogenous group with communal 

tendencies (Luthuli 1982), with uniform aspirations and values. Interestingly, 

black people’s aspirations are conceived as being related to gaining the ability to 

serve their own immediate communities and not the community at large.

The dynamic approach

The second approach views culture as a dynamic phenomenon. Thornton 

(1988:22) believes that culture is historical and changes over time, often in
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relation to changes in society. Of interest is his view of culture as a resource 

which, “ like other resources such as sunlight, energy, food, cannot belong 

exclusively to any particular individual or group of individuals” . He goes on to 

add that humans are not born with culture: it must be learned during the long 

process of education, socialisation, maturing and ageing, because humans need 

this culture in order to interact with each other in social life. In her paper on 

African mythology and South African juvenile literature, Totemeyer (1989:393) 

expresses a preference for a definition which regards culture as a dynamic force 

which changes constantly rather than for a definition which declares culture a 

basis of division which remains fairly static.

The argument

At this stage, it is necessary that these two definitions of culture are linked to 

two arguments that have surfaced in the literature on the issue of context and 

culture as they impact on the reading interests of children.

The first point of view

The main point of view finds its roots in what I call cultural identity.

7. Cultural identity

Researchers such as Machet (1989), Maria (1989), Pritchard (1990) and Morrow 

(1992:251) have established a correlation between the cultural background of the 

reader and the cultural perspective of the text and the interplay between these 

two factors in the comprehension of a particular text.
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These researchers believe that when people read they essentially bring background 

knowledge based on their “ cultural schema” to a text and that background 

knowledge is perceived as assisting the reader in comprehending and interpreting 

a particular text. This suggests that unless the reader possesses some cultural 

background relevant or related to the text in hand, he will not be able to 

understand the story. A further generalisation arising out of the issue of 

“ familiarity” is that readers will be more likely to enjoy and respond positively 

to books in which there are characters from their ethnic group or culture, and 

settings they can identify with, especially if these characters are recognisable as 

accurately representing personality attributes or values found in their culture. This 

generalisation has resulted in the claim that a child should be given literature with 

which she can identify from a cultural perspective; the settings and activities 

depicted must be recognisable in her daily surroundings. A further implication of 

course, is that rural children should be provided with books depicting rural 

settings in order that they can comprehend what they are reading. There is also 

the (unconscious) tendency to suggest that even urban black children recognise 

and identify with rural characters in rural settings and deprived backgrounds and 

enjoy reading books with such milieu. This whole analysis has made people who 

work with children very unsure and hesitant in supplying black children with 

leisure reading material.

Another important issue which is closely related to the foregoing argument is that 

of “ own experience” :

2. Own experience

Nhlanhla suggests that “ a black author will write about influx control, migratory 

labour, cholera, squatting ... all of which will be best understood by his own
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people” (1988:162). This of course implies that black authors will of necessity be 

conversant with all these situations.

Sikhosana (1993) demanded that “ the future curriculum should teach our children 

African values and norms. Our children must read books written by Chinua 

Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Aime Cesaire and Zeke Mphahlele among others 

instead of Shakespeare and TS Eliot, as has been the tradition. The setting of 

literature must be in Africa so that you do not have to imagine some London or 

New York” .

This assumption has its roots in the definition which views culture as a static 

entity that I referred to earlier. The foregoing argument summarises one view 

that has surfaced in the literature.

At this point I would like to move on to what I call:

The alternative or variant view

Another group of researchers assert that children’s exposure to literature should 

not be restricted, but that they should be left alone to choose freely what appeals 

to them.

Bennett (1991) is concerned about the criticisms levelled against some books for 

being

too foreign, too different, too strange to be understood, to be successful with this or 
that child, on this or that kind of child, or age of child.
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She claims to

have known children of rich and poor backgrounds whose skins were black, brown or 
white who have all read the same book and who all identified with the protagonists, 
who all enjoyed it and to all of whom the events, background and setting were 
foreign, strange and different -  what counted was the perspective and the literary 
quality (Bennett 1991:73).

Hurst (1993) used traditional folktales, both African and European, in her study 

to test the idea that “ children respond best (or only) to stories set within their 

own cultural milieu” and to test their responses to humour. Of importance to the 

argument in this paper is her conclusion that in one racially mixed class there 

was “ no great difference” in the kind of incidents the different racial groups 

found funny (Hurst 1993:119). She concluded from the children’s responses to 

Hlakanyana, an African traditional folktale, that the cultural origin of the story 

had no relative effect on enjoyment of the story. She further suggested a cluster 

of other factors rather than simple cultural specificity, that operate to make a 

story appealing to children.

Leeb (1990:30) tested the general perceptions, regarding their lives, of children 

from the Natal Midlands farm schools. These children came from a squatter 

community, lived without any infrastructure for everyday life and their lives were 

insecure. Leeb reports how young children drew the houses they lived in but 

“ embellished them with the things they wanted most -  television aerials and 

steps” which they did not have. Older children are reported to have reproduced 

typical Natal Midlands farm houses, right down to the air bricks. As Leeb 

(1990:30) puts it, these children “ drew their unattainable dreams” . It is interesting 

to note that they did not reproduce their squatter settlements. This challenges the 

principle of the familiar background appealing to children.
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A contrast in reading interests and needs is suggested to exist between children 

from deprived backgrounds and those from more privileged backgrounds (Maria 

1989:296). In response to that intimation, Edman (1967:40) and Tucker (1981:225) 

concur that the general interests of children from deprived backgrounds do not 

vary markedly from those of more privileged children. Edman (1967:40) claims 

that

they laugh at humorous situations, they understand tragic and disappointing ones, they 
can be led to enjoy rhyme and rhythm, stories of adventure, stories of animals, stories 
of real life.

Tucker (1981:222) asserts that the social background to the story has relatively 

little to do with its popularity among young readers. To support this theory he 

compares the writings of Leila Berg and Enid Blyton who, although writing from 

two different social backgrounds (working-class and middle-class respectively), 

both appeal to a large audience of all children to whom they offer something 

exciting. Support for this point of view also comes from Tucker’s example of 

novels about naughty boys in preparatory schools, which sell very well even in 

France, a country without any tradition of preparatory school education at all.

Robinson and Weintraub (1973:90) discuss a study in which the sample of 597 

included 515 working-class African Americans from large and small cities. Again 

the individuals in the sample chose stories and illustrations depicting middle-class 

characters and backgrounds. This finding contrasts with opinions often expressed 

about inner-city children, and about black children in South Africa, that familiar 

illustrations and social backgrounds are needed with which they can identify.

Rosenheim (1967:9) has expressed a grave concern about the way the “ principle 

of familiarity -  of comfortable recognition, has been overworked’’. Amongst his
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concerns is the allegation that the child cannot be expected to show an interest in the 

unfamiliar, and that literature should make no demands that transcend the literal limits 

of his or her own experience. Rosenheim regards this argument as fragile, and he 

believes that the commonplace is the most unexciting object to the imagination.

Robinson and Weintraub (1973:90), Tucker (1981:225), Maria (1989:296), Diakiw 

(1990:297) and Bennett (1991:73) all agree that it is indeed very simpleminded to 

assume that working-class children will always prefer books set in familiar 

backgrounds and warn against being overconcerned with the issue of background 

information.

It is essential to take cognisance of Anderson’s (in Maria 1989:297) warning 

regarding the issue of background knowledge. She argues that a child may 

possess the necessary and relevant background knowledge but may fail to call it 

up and use it as an aid to comprehending a text. He may have a rich fund of 

knowledge and yet lack the kind needed for a specific text, or have a misconception 

about one aspect of the topic that interferes with comprehension more than a 

lack of knowledge would. Even in groups of middle-class children with very similar 

backgrounds, variation in background knowledge is to be expected.

This group of researchers acknowledges, among other aspects, the universality of 

children’s literature and that of their interests.

My own stand

At this stage, for those who have not discerned it, I confess my stand in this 

matter.
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Firstly, I concur with and adopt the second definition of culture and I conclude 

therefore, that culture is with one wherever one is, that culture is part and parcel 

of one’s growing-up, day-to-day experiences. It is concerned with the way one 

perceives the environment, it permeates the way one engages and interacts with 

the environment in order to survive.

Secondly, I identify with the group of researchers discussed in this paper, who 

caution against overworking the issue of familiarity in book selection for children 

and this I do on the grounds that generalisations cannot be made with regard to 

“ familiarity” .

Based upon the above arguments I refute the view that black children should be 

exposed only to what is perceived to be familiar to them. This is because we do 

not know what is familiar to every black child.

Having set out the two contending viewpoints; and having stated my own stand 

in the matter; before I draw conclusions and make suggestions I believe it will be 

useful to examine, very briefly, the value of exposing children to the unfamiliar 

in literature. This, of course, is incorporated in the broad benefits attached to 

exposing children to literature as discussed in the following section.

Value o f  literature fo r  children

i. The issue of imagination

Many authors such as Harris (1970:22), Robinson (1973:100), Bamberger 

(1975:7-8), Spink (1989:36) and Norton (1991:2,18,22,24) agree that through
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literature, children develop favourable attitudes to books which result in the 

broad understanding of their cultural heritage as well as those of others. As 

Norton (1991:2) and Diakiw (1990:297) put it, through the medium of the book, 

children get to enjoy an intriguing voyage as they follow past people’s experiences 

crossing the oceans to discover new countries; they relive survival on isolated 

islands; they can speculate and fantasise about the future. As Diakiw (1990:297) 

puts it: stories can be a powerful way to transport students to distant countries 

with cultures and traditions far removed from their own. Delpit (in Morrow 

1992:252) suggests that it is important to empower all children to go outside of 

their own immediate world with the ability to succeed.

Robertson (1991:60) advises that children should be exposed to the “ unfamiliar” 

if we hope to widen their understanding of themselves and their world. The issue 

of imagination is of extreme importance -  recently I had the honour of listening 

to Marguerite Poland and one thing she said lingers in my mind: “ Imagination is 

like a little plant which needs to be (constantly) nurtured” . I strongly believe therefore, 

that if we subscribe to the principle of familiarity we are depriving black children 

of the opportunity to have their imagination stimulated and nourished.

ii. The issues of dreams and escape

An escape from depressing reality as well as the nurturing of a child’s daydream 

can be effected in books (Harris 1970; Robinson 1973; Robertson 1991). This 

statement is relevant for South African children who are exposed to many 

traumatic situations such as violence and many other forms of abuse. For this 

reason they should be given the opportunity to escape and enjoy, even if only in 

fantasy, a world they dream of attaining one day.
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iii. The issue of individuality

The issue of individuality and reading is crucial and applies to all children. It is 

important to nurture at an early age, by means which will include literature, 

individual interests as they manifest themselves in children. It is for this reason 

that I regard seriously the advice given by many authors, such as Harris (1970:24); 

Robinson and Weintraub (1973); Tucker (1986:3,210); and Brann (1992), that 

generalising about individual needs and interests in reading must be avoided at all 

costs. These researchers have identified variations in the types of material that 

different individuals from whatever cultural background find enjoyable.

Harris (1970), Robinson and Weintraub (1973) and Landy (1977) agree that we 

should be sensitive to each learner’s pattern of strengths and weaknesses and they 

agree that individual differences are so evident that group studies are of little 

value in helping teachers meet the needs of a particular class. This is crucial 

especially now in South Africa when the focus in education is on acknowledging 

that each child is an individual in his or her own right.

Conclusions

As a way of introducing my conclusions I would like to pose a few questions. 

The FIRST question is:

If, for argument’s sake, it is true that children will relate best to what is familiar 

in literature, what is a “ familiar” setting for all black children in South Africa? I 

do not believe that anybody can describe it in one short, or even long sentence,
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because black people in South Africa live in a variety of settings, in slums, 

ghettos, affluent suburbs, downtown, uptown, et cetera and have done so for 

years. What we need to appreciate is that each black adult or child is a product 

of his or her own personal experience. One of the most dangerous philosophical 

and academic traps is that of generalisation!

The dynamic approach to the definition of culture is very important for our 

understanding of what is familiar to black children, to what forms part of their 

cultural background. The point I am making is that the “ cultural schema” or 

cultural background of a group cannot be assumed. That of each and every 

group must be researched thoroughly because no two communities are the same 

and nor do they have absolutely similar dynamics at play within them. The fact 

is, in spite of the political history of South Africa, black people display an 

interest in a very wide diversity of materials, a phenomenon which reinforces the 

fact that black people are not one homogenous group.

The SECOND question is similar to the first question but put differently to make 

another point:

What makes rural Zululand more familiar to a black child living in Scottsville (a 

Pietermaritzburg suburb) or Midrand than to a white child living in the same 

suburb?

I have observed that black children from urban and affluent backgrounds are 

expected to identify with and enjoy rural settings and life styles in literature. I do 

not rule out the need for an awareness of all situations, but I am against the 

tendency to impose situations on any group. The hypothesis seems to be that
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generally black people do not belong in an urban setting and the attitude is that 

they need to be saved from the ominous urban setting by constantly reminding 

them “ where they come from” which always seems to be rural anywhere. This of 

course has resulted in the tendency to assume people’s backgrounds to 

correspond unequivocally with colour.

It is commonly believed that (urban) blacks who have lost their base are to be 

pitied as they are hanging in the middle of a divide (vacuum) between urban and 

rural life, having lost their identity. Sadness is often expressed for black children 

who are raised in urban surroundings who miss out on the African caring and 

closely knit family structure which is falsely assumed to be the prerogative of the 

rural dweller.

These assumptions are false. The urban black child knows exactly who he or she 

is, having been born and raised in an urban setting. Such a black urban child 

probably has more in common with the urban child of another colour than with 

a rural black child. Generations of black children have been raised in urban 

surroundings and that is the milieu which is familiar to them. Price’s (1993:17) 

observation bears relevance to this point:

many of the children in the townships have never been out of the stifling environment 
of the city, they have no experience of the traditional way of life and they are far 
more sophisticated than many (graded readers) authors give them credit for.

Price further advises authors to genuinely take into account the changes in society 

and to study the modern urbanised youth, and not to generalise when it comes to 

the rural African child.
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Although it is essential that people be aware of and identify with their history 

and those traditions and customs which shape their existence as normal and 

successful human beings, if an individual feels stifled by one tradition it should 

be remembered that it is acceptable to break away, because some traditions can 

be very repressive and can stifle progress.

The THIRD question is:

Why is it crucial for all children to be exposed to variety, to the unfamiliar? I 

believe that subscribing to the theory of “ cultural schema” is locking children 

into categories from which they desperately need to be released. There is a need 

to avoid deprivation, to stimulate in every child maximum cognitive development 

and to allow exposure of the child to all valuable resources such as, in my view 

the “ fantastic unfamiliar” background in literature.

Multiculturalism or the global perspective

We are inclined to be scared for black children that they will not be able to cope 

with the world outside of their own (for obvious old reasons) and it is for this 

reason that I briefly refer to the issue of “ global perspective” :

If the argument is accepted that all people are different and come from different 

social backgrounds, it is still essential that children should be exposed to the 

unfamiliar very early in life. Evans (1987) confirms that children can deal with a 

global perspective earlier than it is normally presented. Diakiw (1990:296) quotes
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a research study which showed that children aged between 10 and 13 are receptive 

to learning about people from other countries. He refers to a number of studies 

of primary school students in social studies programmes with a strong global 

education focus. It turns out that these students developed more positive attitudes 

not only toward themselves but also toward people from other countries.

To return to my questions, The FOURTH question is:

What will it take for us to accept that there IS a “ South African culture” which 

has been developing for a while now? Are we avoiding this fact because we do 

not want to acknowledge the inclusiveness of this South African culture?

I recommend that we take cognisance of Totemeyer’s proposal (1989:393) for a 

common Southern African cultural vision in juvenile literature which will transcend 

ethnicity and promote a national culture for the country as a whole instead of 

reinforcing ethnic consciousness which has been used to augment political biases.

What direction should we take?

In my attempt to address this question I will revisit some of the sections I have 

referred to already:

Own syndrome

The “ own syndrome” (a term that I use to refer to the tendency to encourage, 

exclusively, own language and pictures which depict own people in familiar
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surroundings and situations, for instance) should be discouraged at all costs. The 

“ own” hypothesis is worn out and dated. It must be remembered that this “ own” 

syndrome was forced on people, which caused both enforcer and victim to forget 

the universality of the human experience. I base my advice on my observation 

that this syndrome underpinned the principle of Fundamental Pedagogics which 

endorsed the Christian National Education (CNE) policy and the values it 

espoused. Enslin (1984:141) supports this observation by stating that this CNE 

policy served the purpose of justifying a separate and inferior schooling system 

for blacks. It is this policy which has led to restriction and deprivation resulting 

in “ disadvantage” or “ underpreparedness” (the monster which has manifested 

itself in all tertiary institutions and cannot be destroyed overnight if at all).

Sikhosana’s (1993) demand (referred to earlier) for our children to be exposed to 

books written by African authors such as Achebe and wa Thiongo is riddled with 

contradictions: Achebe is Nigerian, Wa Thiongo is Kenyan and the settings and 

cultural background in their books are as foreign to South African blacks as they 

are to anybody else who has not grown up in Nigeria or Kenya. Besides, the 

authors both refer to foreign lands in their books as they recount their colonial 

experiences and of course, having studied overseas, they talk about their foreign 

alma mater. I must emphasise that it is right for children to be exposed to 

African writers as much as they should be exposed to everything else in 

literature.

I would like to revisit Nhlanhla’s (1988) claim (referred to earlier) that a black 

author will write about influx control, migratory labour and so on ... and that 

these issues will be best understood by his or her own people. I agree that some 

of the black authors (not all) may well be conversant with these issues, but I
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believe that it is arbitrary to assume that even they will want to write about such 

topics and just as arbitrary to assume that all these situations will be best 

understood by all and only by black people.

I find it stimulating that Diakiw (1990), a Canadian, praises the African folk

tales like M ufaro’s beautiful daughters, Anansi the spider and others for making 

it possible for foreigners to explore what African cultures have in common with 

their own, reaffirming that people are more alike than they are different (1990: 

297-298).

My suggestion, therefore, is that we should stop focusing on difference even at 

the level of researching cross-cultural issues; let us try something else and make 

an effort to target whatever similarities exist among us to find answers. The area 

of research in children’s literature in South Africa needs to be strengthened and I 

believe that “ multiculturalism” stands to offer us something.

Culture

The concept of culture is one of great concern to me because I believe that in 

many instances it has been exploited, even abused in order to justify deprivation. 

There is a grave need for an open and generous definition of culture which will 

allow everybody a broader and more inclusive view of life. It has become evident 

to me that if we blindly subscribe to the “ familiarity” view point, we are not 

being realistic. Life is much more open and dynamic than we make it out to be.
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