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Between Imagined Signs and Social Realities:
Representing Others in Children’s Fantasy

and Folktale

In a fascinating discussion of why eleventh-century Norse seafarers used the
name Skrœling(j)ar to refer to the Arctic peoples they encountered in Greenland
and Newfoundland, Kirsten A. Seaver argues that the term was ‘a direct Old
Norse translation of Pygmœi or Pygmies and referred specifically to a member of
the monstrous races the authors of antiquity had assigned to the extreme edges
of the world. Besides conveying small stature, the expression connoted inferiority
such as feebleness and demonstrable “otherness”; like everyone else at the time,
the Norse considered themselves the desirable standard by which to judge other
people’ (72). The assumption that oneself and one’s culture occupy some notion
of human centrality and present normative positions from which to perceive
alterity was not, needless to say, an invention of the early eleventh century. And
it still flourishes today. A frequent topic in children’s and young adult literature
is this particular tendency to consider that ‘others’ – other races, subcultures or
class groups – may appear to be and behave like human beings but while doing
so disclose that they belong to an inferior order.

It is almost thirty years since Jack Zipes described contemporary fairy
tales which reflected a ‘fantastic projection of possibilities for non-alienating
living conditions’ inspired by the social movements that emerged in the 1960s
(172). Most of the texts discussed by the contributors to this number of IRCL

were published many years after Zipes wrote those words, and they continue
to address the need for (again in Zipes’s words) a ‘progressive shift within the
civilizing process itself’ (192). In her analysis of the function of food-sharing
in an early multicultural fantasy, Diana Wynne Jones’s Power of Three (1976),
Hsin-Chun Tsai shows how food can be used to negotiate notions of ‘self’
and ‘other’, and of cultural boundaries and differences. But as she also argues,
despite the strategy of defamiliarising everyday English culture by predominantly
focalising through the minority culture of the ‘Lymen’, the novel’s normative
culture is still that everyday English culture. Hence the novel’s outcome, in terms
of conceptions of multiculturalism, is less than satisfactory, since although the
two secret(ive) minority cultures depicted have developed a mode of effective
coexistence they live lives separate from the mainstream culture (the culture of
readers) and need to be protected from it. This separation, and the fragmented
society it entails, points to an issue which underlies many of the papers –
a perceived problem posed by ‘segregated racial and ethnocultural enclaves
within local communities’ which are ‘able to achieve and maintain a substantial
degree of institutional completeness that . . . accentuates segregation and social
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distances between members of those groups and members of other groups’
(Joseph Garcea 143–44, with reference to Canada). In such situations, the
separation of self and other is not imposed by the majority culture but cultivated
by minorities, and this is also evidenced in the studies here by Victoria Flanagan,
Sung-Ae Lee and Hiroko Sasada.

A more familiar depiction of marginalised otherness in children’s literature
is presented by The Last Black Cat, discussed by Marita Paparoussi. An animal
fable, in which anthropomorphised animals mirror human behaviour, The Last

Black Cat is a commentary on social and racial discrimination, and is generally
recognised as an allegory of racism or of the Holocaust. Paparoussi examines
the novel’s representation of the discourses and processes that give rise to
discriminatory practices and its project to deconstruct narratives of oppression
and domination. She pays particular attention to the construction of others as
scapegoats and hence as fit objects of marginalisation, persecution and ultimately
genocide. The possibility of genocide shadows representations of otherness,
as ethnocultural enclaves may always be in danger of eradication. The more
positive outcome for self-other interactions suggested by Sung-Ae Lee, who
identifies a possible shift within the civilizing process in recent South Korean
television drama, whereby ethnic otherness transforms from secretive enclave to
find a place within wider society, is preceded by narratives in which genocide
is perceived as the solution to otherness. Thus in the drama series Gumiho

Wehjun the enclave race is utterly exterminated by the final episode of the series
because they represent all that a xenophobic imagination finds to be feared
in the ethnically other: their customs are unspeakable, they infiltrate social
structures, and they aspire to cultural and political dominance. In similar vein,
Jan Mark’s Useful Idiots, the focus of Victoria Flanagan’s article, represents a
world in which the populace is homogenised, with the exception of small archaic
enclaves: Mark’s construction of white, British subjects – the ‘Inglish’ – as an
ethnic minority suggests that the process of domination/subordination has been
inverted, and that the formerly dominant groups now exist on the periphery and
may disappear.

A different angle again is perceived in Hiroko Sasada’s article about the
on-going manga series One Piece, which, at the time of writing, has been in
process for fourteen years (1997–), and thus positions readers so that they can
only speculate about time and form of closure. As it unfolds, however, One Piece

seems to suggest an interrogation of systems which are based on differences
between people determined by birth and nature, as it gradually explores the
operation of social class systems. As with other articles in IRCL 4.2 (Lee and
Paparoussi, in particular), Sasada’s study comments on the capacity for fantasy
to indicate homologies (or isomorphisms) between actual world structures and
fantastic situations. Thus Sasada explores homologies between the way that
aristocrats preserve position and power in One Piece and the constitution of elites
in modern Japanese society, along with the concomitant exclusion and isolation
of those adjudged to be outsiders from the mainstream social system. The story’s
heroic figures deliberately choose otherness as pirates (and thus ‘criminals’) to



EDITORIAL vii

separate themselves from the everyday world and thereby connect themselves
to a tradition of outsider heroism, that of the unaffiliated samurai. If, as Sasada
speculates, the series will conclude with the pirates overthrowing the existing
order of things, readers may see a version of self–other conflict not dissimilar
from that played out in the dystopian world order of Jan Mark’s Useful Idiots, in
which the abolition of nation and individuality results in a society deprived of
physical and intellectual freedom, where the individual who embraces difference
becomes a target of surveillance and as a consequence suffers an abject or
damaged subjectivity. As remarked above, both fantasy and folktale may develop
behavioural scripts attributed to others – cats, pirates, ‘primitive’ indigenes – as
homologies for scripts in everyday world practices. Homology is thus the pivot of
Sung-Ae Lee’s argument that a familiar fox woman script in Korean narratives,
according to which some imaginary beings are identified as an alien element
within society and thence signify both the attraction and the repulsion that can
be generated by a society’s conception of its others, has recently been developed
to interrogate attitudes toward racial others. Supernatural folktale motifs thus
function to illuminate everyday, actual world experience.

Critical discussions of otherness in children’s literature have been largely
apt to focus on realist narratives, as Victoria Flanagan points out, and this is
perhaps unsurprising when we consider the responses of children’s literature to
what might be loosely termed ‘the multicultural half-century’ (1960–2010), and
especially responses to the abiding perception that hostility to otherness is often
socially entrenched and hence the project of addressing it is both difficult and
always unfinished business. To represent realist engagement with otherness, we
have included here two articles which analyse texts that are realist in mode,
Yvonne Hammer’s study of Anne Fine’s quasi-historical novel Road of Bones
and Fiona MacCulloch’s study of Theresa Breslin’s Divided City (2005), a novel
which in its focus upon racial, religious and ethnic differences in modern Glasgow
depicts an urgent need for interconnection between national and cosmopolitan
ways of thinking about self and other.

That our others co-inhabit our society is a recurrent observation in the
articles in this issue of IRCL, and Fine’s Road of Bones pays particular attention
to the insight that the self may readily become othered. While the story and
many of its details clearly refer to the terror of Stalinist Russia, Fine’s purpose
is not to retell that story but to explore homologies with contemporary shifts in
global politics and the propensity for ideologies, even utopian visions in modern
democracies, to follow pathways that lead to socio-political suppression. In this
regard, Road of Bones seems to have affinities with George Orwell’s Animal Farm,
as well as with The Last Black Cat. In Road of Bones, however, the transformation
of the protagonist from innocent victim to a terrorist with little prospect of
redemption portrays patterns of moral conflict unusual in children’s fiction.
In contrast, McCulloch argues that by, representing subjectivity as multiple
and nomadic, Divided City envisages a way forward and thus contributes to
an understanding of post-devolution Scottish literature and culture through its
engagement with current political concerns, such as asylum seekers, and racial
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and religious tensions and consequent violence within the context of Glasgow’s
ongoing sectarian hostilities.

An element which runs through this gathering of essays in IRCL 4.2 is
a common resort to strategies of defamiliarisation, which has the capacity to
prompt readers to look at the familiar world in a way divorced from habitual
perception, and in particular a defamiliarisation of space which is often effected
by unexpected or multiple focalisations. The everyday world is recognisable, but
it is no longer quite the world familiar to readers. In the final article in this Issue,
Anthony Pavlik draws upon the concept of ‘thirdspace’, as articulated by Edward
Soja (1996), and upon Kathryn Hume’s (1984) proposal that both mimetic
and fantastic elements may occur as impulses within a single work in order to
question ready assumptions that reality and fantasy are binary extremes. He
argues that perceived ‘other’ worlds may not necessarily be ‘other’ at all, but in
their constructedness may function as thirdspaces which are often (as in Where the

Wild Things Are) brought into being by the contingent perspective of protagonists:
while such worlds may not be recognisable in terms of consensus reality, the ways
they act upon represented characters and are acted upon by those characters
have an effect in shaping the ways individuals are perceived to utilise and
comprehend space. As contributors to this volume demonstrate in various ways,
such ‘liminoid’ spaces – spaces of becoming rather than being – enable authors
to experiment with the representation of Otherness and, by defamiliarising the
quotidian world, to foreground patterns of behaviour and dominant cultural
ideologies. In brief, readers are prompted to reconsider their own attitudes to
Otherness.

With this Issue, Ingrid Johnston’s term as Executive Editor comes to an end.
While editing IRCL is an immensely rewarding task, it is also a task that demands
much time and dedication from its Executive Editor. On my own behalf, and on
the behalf of IRSCL and of all of our contributors and readers, I offer heartfelt
thanks to Ingrid for the past two years. It is also my great pleasure to welcome
Christine Wilkie-Stibbs, our Executive Editor for the next four Issues (2012–13).

John Stephens
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