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We dedicate this book

to

Young readers, whose imagination and excitement make it impossible
not to be similarly excited by children’s literature,

&

to

The children around the world who confront human rights violations.
Their courage, resilience, and dignity too often go unrecognized. It is for
them we hope that the ideal of a human rights culture is soon realized.



Foreword

IT 1S MORE than a quarter of a century since the U.N. Convention on the
Rights of the Child came into force, and we now live in a world where an entire
generation has grown up under its protective umbrella. While many of today’s
twenty-five-year-olds may not have been aware of its impact on their daily
lives—or even its existence—they have benefited nonetheless.

The past twenty-five years have confirmed—if confirmation were
needed—that child rights matter. In every part of our world, from Sweden to
Swaziland, Canada to Cameroon, Jamaica to Japan, the Convention has inspired
changes in laws and practice that have improved the lives of millions of chil-
dren, showing just what can be achieved by having common goals and a shared
determination.

The Convention offers us a vision of a world where our children and young
people have a healthy start in life and are educated and protected, a world in
which their views are respected and where they can develop their full physical
and mental potential.

It has given legal force to what has, in essence, been happening within fam-
ilies for decades, maybe centuries (and perhaps even millennia). Most parents
have always done their very best to protect the rights of their children, without
necessarily being aware that this is what they were doing. Instinctively, they have
strived to ensure that their children survive, that they are healthy, that they are
safe, and that they learn the skills they need for adulthood.

Fables, stories, and legends, whether shared around a communal fire or read
from the latest iPad, have always instilled the values that shape everyday life for
children on such basics as fair play, justice, and the belief—or hope—thar good
will, ultimately, triumph over evil.

Many of those who have grown up under the protection of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child are now parents themselves. Their view of the world
around them will have been shaped, in part, by the stories they heard or read
when they were young. The stories they share with their own children and the
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books they give them to read will have a similar impact on the worldview of the
next generation.

The very best children’s literature contains some of the ecarliest and most
valuable lessons that they will ever learn. By sharing the adventures, bravery, and
triumphs of fictional children, children learn that they too have value, but also
responsibilities. They learn that other people are important and are worthy of
respect.

They learn the value and power of words, often long before they go to school.
And when they reach the classroom, the books they read will help to reinforce a
three-way bond between child, school, and parent.

So, as Jonathan Todres and Sarah Higinbotham reveal in this remarkable
and long overdue book, the content of children’s literature is crucial. It matters
for the children concerned and, by extension, for the very nature of the societies
in which they grow up.

The authors find that some of the classics, even those loved by generation
after generation, reinforce age-old stereotypes that regard certain children in
particular—girls, those from minorities, or those with disabilities—as weak or
flawed. Some even portray children, in general, as “lesser” beings who are totally
powerless and dependent on the whims of the adults around them. But many
books—and not necessarily only the most recent—encourage children to value
themselves and others, regardless of gender, religion, ethnicity, or disability, an
approach that happens to uphold one of the central tenets of the Convention on
the Rights of the Child: nondiscrimination.

Questions remain on whether today’s literature for children reflects the real-
ity of their lives—particularly the lives of those who do not lead a comfortable,
stable existence in one of the world’s richer countries. Do they show the lives of
children who are less fortunate while conveying the sheer energy, dynamism, and
common sense of children themselves? Do they tap into their often heroic efforts
to claim their rights, from children who dare to reach out to each other across
the fault lines of religion or ethnicity, to young girls who risk their very lives in
their determination to go to school? In other words, are there enough “Malala
Yousafzais” in children’s books to inspire the next generation to speak out on the
issues that concern them?

I'm sure that everyone reading this book will look for—and find—a mention
of aparticular childhood favorite, from 7o Kill a Mockingbird to Winnie-the-Pooh.
For myself, it was Alice in Wonderland. Was I aware in my early years that Alice
was seen, by some, as a feminist icon—a Malala of her time? Of course not. But
it is certain that, in my childish enjoyment of her adventures and her bizarre
encounters, [ was absorbing valuable lessons for life.
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I saw Alice growing in confidence and courage as she grew in physical stature.
I saw Alice speaking truth to power in a very adult courtroom and scoffing when
the Queen of Hearts tries to impose a sentence before the verdict has even been
decided with her crushing phrase: “Stuff and nonsense.”

And it is her opinion of the court—*who cares for you . . . youre nothing
but a pack of cards”—that signals both its swirling evaporation and the end of
her dream.

Alice does what she wants: chases rabbits, gate-crashes tea parties, travels far
from home, refuses to countenance the insane opinions that surround her, and
challenges those in authority. The lesson was clear: if Alice can do whatever she
likes, so can L.

The fiction that we experience in childhood has an impact that goes far
deeper than any other medium. Whether listening to a story—and correcting a
storyteller when they try to skip some favorite moment—or immersing ourselves
deeply in a book, we are not passive. We are part of the story itself.

It is vital, therefore, that the story uplifts, inspires, encourages—that it helps
children to understand that they have rights, and that these rights are impor-
tant. Children’s literature has a pivotal role to play in forging that early sense of
self-worth, and Jonathan and Sarah are to be congratulated for shining a new
light on a role that has, until now, been underappreciated.

Carol Bellamy
Former Executive Director of UNICEF



Preface

ONE AFTERNOON SOME years ago, | was immersed in my research on chil-
dren’s rights law. After reviewing countless judicial opinions attempting to
delineate technical points of law related to children’s rights, I decided I needed a
break. I walked around the library and came across a copy of Dr. Seuss’s Horton
Hears a Who!, which was being made into a movie around that time. I opened
the book and saw the iconic line from thar adventure:

“ b »
A person’s a person, no matter how small.

It struck me immediately that this straightforward Dr. Seuss passage was a
clearer and more succinct articulation of the foundational principles of human
rights—human dignity, equality, nondiscrimination—than I had heard or read
from any legal scholar or legal philosopher.

Spurred by that discovery, I began examining children’s literature for human
rights themes. For reasons I will come back to shortly, the project evolved slowly.
But as I explored children’s literature, I found a wealth of stories that considered
human rights themes, and in some cases, the narratives confronted these themes
head-on. Many of these stories reinforced the concept of human rights for chil-
dren, while others seemed to reject the idea that children have rights at all.

Those discoveries inspired me to write an article on children’s rights in chil-
dren’s literature. [ welcomed the idea as a break from my usual research, much
of which focuses on child trafficking and related forms of exploitation. Three
additional ideas ultimately convinced me that this project could have impor-
tant implications for how individuals learn about their rights and their duties
to respect the rights of others, and more broadly how human rights norms are
disseminated.

The first idea came from children’s rights law, my primary area of research.
The U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child—the most widely accepted
human rights treaty in history and the most comprehensive treaty on children’s
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rights—includes a provision requiring governments “to make the principles and
provisions of the Convention widely known, by appropriate and active means,
to adults and children alike” (Article 42).! No other human rights treaty has a
provision like it. Yet this requirement had received much less attention to date
than many other rights in the Convention. In my own research, I too had spent
countless hours on other provisions of the treaty and very little on this mandate.
Yet fulfilling Article 42’s mandate seems critical to any human rights endeavor.
After all, if individuals are unaware of their rights, how can they be expected to
realize them?

So I began to explore a broader question: How are the human rights norms
adopted at the global level disseminated to the local level so that they actually
make a difference in the lives of individuals, and in particular children? And
[ wondered whether the themes of many children’s books might already be doing
this work—educating children about their own rights and the rights of others.

This question of norm dissemination led me to the literature on human rights
education. Discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters, human rights educa-
tion research shows that teaching children about human rights produces very
positive outcomes—increased self-esteem, heightened respect for others’ rights, a
reduction in bullying, and other benefits.

The final piece step was to incorporate literary theory. Among other things, it
shows us that fiction is absorbed by children (and adults) in much more profound
ways than nonfiction. In other words, a szory incorporating human rights themes
is much more likely to have an impact on a child reader than a legal decision or
statute would.

These are the disparate pieces we bring together in this book—children’s
rights law, children’s literature, human rights theory, human rights education
research, and literary theory. Our research has convinced us that as a society we
ought to pay more attention to the process by which children learn about human
rights—both their own rights and the responsibilities they have to respect and
ensure the rights of others. In the long run, we hope that work in this area will
contribute to the creation of a more rights-respecting culture, which could actu-
ally prevent human rights violations from occurring in the first place.

Having said that, a disclaimer is necessary: although we believe this project
has the potential to spark and contribute to an important conversation on build-
ing a human rights culture, we see this book as a preliminary step and its goals,
set forth in Chapter 1, are modest. We hope this book spurs others’ efforts to
contribute to this broader project.

So why write this book now? When I first rediscovered Horton Hears a
Who!, 1 shared my idea with a few senior scholars at various schools. In response,
the general consensus was: “You should wait until after tenure.” Conventional
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wisdom in the legal academy suggested that presenting an article on children’s
rights in children’s literature as one of my major research projects for purposes
of tenure would be too risky; it might not be considered “serious scholarship.”
Though many of us read these books to our children—our most precious
resource—studying their impact on children was not considered sufficiently
“scholarly.” What is more, I was already relying on children’s rights as the core
of my research at a time when some in the U.S. legal academy remained skep-
tical about international law, generally, and about children’s rights, specifically.
The “wait-until-after-tenure” view was a reminder that children’s rights and chil-
dren’s literature are often marginalized in mainstream discourses—art times even
within the fields of human rights and literature, respectively. After receiving this
feedback, my initial reaction was to challenge this marginalization immediately,
but I decided to take the advice of my senior colleagues, who genuinely had my
interests in mind. [ waited until after tenure to pursue this project fully. And the
project benefited as a resul.

Post tenure, I became more open about this project. I was determined to
write an article about it. At a 2012 lunchtime presentation at my law school, I met
Sarah Higinbotham. I told her about the project; she was excited and immedi-
ately engaged the idea thoughtfully. At a later meeting, she offered to help. Sarah
said she would think about the project, explore children’s literature sources, and
share what she found. And at this point something remarkable happened, some-
thing that happens infrequently in academia or any workplace: Sarah said she
did not seek recognition for her contributions. She just liked the project. We met
a few more times, and it became apparent that her literature background and
own experience offered important perspectives. So we agreed to work together
and produced an article, “A Person’s a Person: Children’s Rights in Children’s
Literature,” which was published as the lead article in the Fall 2013 issue (Vol.
45, Issue 1) of the Columbia Human Rights Law Review. We both felt there was
still much more to say about this topic, and feedback on the article was extremely
encouraging, so we decided to pursue this book project. In our view, our part-
nership in this project reinforces the importance of interdisciplinary work. We
brought very different perspectives and experience to the project—both profes-
sionally (law versus literature) and personally (public school versus homeschool-
ing). And while we did not always agree, our collaboration yielded a better
product than cither of us could have produced individually.

So a fortuitous encounter with a classic line from Dr. Seuss has prompted
us to see this book as a starting point. We believe, and our research for the
book—which included reading to children and hearing their views on chil-
dren’s stories—confirms, that there is a rich human rights discourse unfolding
in children’s literature. Equally important, children’s literature gives expression
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to human rights in a way that is more accessible and relatable to children. In
this regard, children’s literature has the potential to make a significant contri-
bution to the development of a human rights culture—a rights-fulfilling and
rights-respecting culture—that is the ultimate goal of international human
rights law.

As Eleanor Roosevelt, who chaired the committee that drafted the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, once explained:

Where after all, do human rights begin? In small places, close to home—so
close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet
they are the world of the individual person; the neighborhood he lives
in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm or office where he
works. Such are the places where every man, woman and child seeks equal
justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless
these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere.
Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall
look in vain for progress in the larger world.?

The books children read and have read to them are woven into the fabric of those
small places, close to home, where human rights emerge.

by
Jonathan Todres

Notes

1. U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child, art. 42.
2. See Chapter 1 for adiscussion of the benefits of human rights education for children.
3. Eleanor Roosevelt, Speech to the United Nations, Mar. 27, 1958.
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