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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to explore the relationship
between left-wing children’s literature and the concept of
children and children’s rights in Sweden around '68. The main
focus is on the picture book Sagan om Lotta fran Désjébro
(1969) [The Fairy tale of Lotta from D&sjobrol, by the Swedish
children’s book author Max Lundgren (1937-2005) and the
illustrator Fibben Hald (1933-). This picture book is analysed
against the backdrop of the debate about state-funded

picture books that Max Lundgren prompted shortly after

its publication. Taking my cue from Kimberley Reynolds’s
Radical Children’s literature (2007), I argue that the verbal
and the visual in radical picture books of this kind can be said
to stimulate aesthetic and social innovation, and thus pave
the way for the transformation of culture and concepts such
as childhood, children’s subjectivity and children’s rights.
Portrayals of power relations between children and adults in
children’s literature can therefore be said to generate social
norms when it comes to interaction between adults and
children; and these norms are of considerable importance for
the development of a children’s rights discourse. This seems to
be especially true regarding the picture book, because adults
and children tend as a rule to read picture books, and look at
the pictures therein, together.

— Olle Widhe is Associative Professor in Comparative
Literature at the University of Gothenburg. His main research
concerns children'’s literature, the teaching of literature,
reader-response aesthetics, and the ethics of literature.
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B—MAX LUNDGREN AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF

CHILDREN'S RIGHTS IN SWEDISH CHILDREN'S

LITERATURE AROUND '68 i

B—1In the 1970s, it was easy to find left-wing oriented
children's literature on the Scandinavian book market.
According to the influential scholar of Swedish children'’s
literature Lena Kareland, the authors of these books regarded
their primary responsibility as being to inform their readers
about contemporary political and social conditions in order
to develop awareness and solidarity among the young.! But
even though this might seem somewhat idealistic, it was in
fact a radical departure from what were regarded at the time
as the capitalist values governing the Swedish welfare state.?
In line with this conviction, many literary critics of the period
demanded a children's literature that neither swept the »class
struggle under the carpet«, nor let the »doctrine of private
property« go unchallenged.?

The radical critics and children’s book authors around
'68 did not merely seek to liberate the working class from
capitalist oppression. They also wanted to liberate children
from the domination and control of adults in order to create a
more egalitarian relationship between them. This ideological
vision is often linked to a new anti-authoritarian understand-
ing of children, and thus interwoven with a new conception
of children’s rights. As the Danish writer and historian
Torben Weinreich has recently shown, many of the socialist
children's books of the time were supposed to uncover and
explain the social order as a whole. That is, not only deal with
the class struggle and the presumed conflict between labour
and capital, but also reveal unhealthy family constellations,
gender orders and child/adult relationships.#* The once much
celebrated Swedish children’s book writer Max Lundgren not
only condemned discrimination on the basis of age in the late
1960s, he also equated the struggle for children’s rights with
the conflict between social classes.?

In this article I want to draw attention to Max Lundgren and
the increasing interest in children’s rights around '68. Lund-
gren was both a productive and influential writer, publishing
children’s books every year throughout his 40-year career; he
also wrote numerous screenplays for television in the 1970s
and 1980s. Further, his books were translated into several
other languages, although primarily Danish and Norwegian.
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However, my focus is on the picture book collaboration with
the well-known artist Fibben Hald, Sagan om Lotta fran
Désjobro (1969) [The Fairy tale of Lotta from Désjobro], and

the debate about state-funded picture books that Lundgren
prompted shortly after its publication.® The overarching pur-
pose of my return to this now consistently overlooked picture
book, and the historical context surrounding it, is to gain more
knowledge about the relationship between children’s literature
and the emerging concept of children’s rights around '68.

—— CHILDREN'S LITERATURE AND CHILDREN'S
RIGHTS
Max Lundgren was born and raised in a working class family

in the south of Sweden. He had left-wing sympathies from an
early age, although he did not engage in any political party
until the early 1970s, when he joined the Swedish Social Demo-
cratic Party. After 1985, he worked as a delegate responsible
for children'’s culture, and was thus politically active at a high
level.” In the Nordic countries he is known for writing child-
ren’s literature with an unfailing commitment to global rights
issues and his books are often permeated with socialist values.
At the same time, he is considered less programmatic and more
politically elusive when compared to the radical Marxist writ-
ers of the time, such as Sven Wernstrém.® Lundgren’s interests
in human rights issues make him a forerunner of the more
unambiguous human rights literature written for children by
the Swedish-Romanian author and human rights activist Kata-
rina Taikon. In his books Omin Hambbe i Slittképing (1966)
[Omin Hambbe in Slattkoping] and Pojken med Guldbyxorna
(1967) [The Boy with Golden Trousers], he pointed unwaveringly
at the social and economic injustice that existed between the
privileged countries of the industrial world and the developing
countries of the Third World.?

In Omin Hambbe, Lundgren portrays an African boy who is
adopted and thenceforth moves to the little village Slattképing
in Sweden. The story is told with a great sense of humour in the
spirit of Mark Twain, and is written and published for young
people. The question of human rights is one of the book’s main
themes. As a matter of fact, the struggle for the rights of black
people is explained on the first page, and the theme appears
several times throughout the narrative. It is not without
significance that the question of human rights surfaces when
the different worlds of Slattképing and Africa are drawn
together by a television broadcast:

You would think that Slattképing is situated far away
from Africa. But it isn't, it leans against the mountains
and grasslands of Africa. The television brought us pic-
tures, we read headlines in the newspapers, dead black as
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a coalminer from Billesholm, and there were photos; and
then suddenly a human being stepped out of the picture,
turned around in the spring weather of Slattkoping and
said: give us human rights!!©

News reports covering social deprivation in Africa sent a clear
message to the privileged people living in a welfare state in
Slattkoping and Sweden. It is this picture of otherness that
foregrounds the question of human rights in the book. A point
to which I will shortly return is that the TV-medium takes on a
specific meaning for Lundgren that is closely connected to the
negotiation of childhood in his writings. In a way, the leftist
orientation of certain works of children'’s literature can partly
be said to spring from the advance of new technologies that
revealed a breakdown of human rights in different parts of the
world.

The title Omin Hambbe in Sldttképing points to the
juxtaposition of the small world of an imaginary Swedish
country village Sldttkdping and the Third World, expansive and
external in equal measure, with its remote inhabitants. This
juxtaposition is sustained through the news reports mentioned
above. The picture book »The Fairy tale of Lotta from Dosjobrog,
however, introduces global rights issues in the context of a
similar small town reality, but does so in a media-specific way.
That is to say, both the text and the images in the picture book
represent the question of children’s rights in dialogue with
television reports and pictures concerning contemporary war
conflicts and mass starvation (such as the Vietnam War and the
famine in Biafra).

The picture book is suitable for the analysis of different
historical conceptions of children and childhood. According to
Nina Christensen, picture books are usually written for smaller
children, and because children in picture books »are supposed
to function as role models« that can be identified with, these
books can be said to have a strong socializing function.!! Thus,
in picture books for small children you can find relationships
between children and adults where the concept of the child
is performed in specific ways. This makes them interesting
in a sociohistorical context, particularly if you want to focus
on radical children's literature as a children’s rights-bearing
discourse and a means of civic socialization. Christensen also
maintains that the picture book as a medium is interesting
because it makes use of two different code systems: the verbal
and the visual. Consequently, picture books give us a good
opportunity to study the simultaneous fictionalization and
performance of the child in text and image. With Kimberley
Reynolds, one might add that the verbal and the visual in
children's literature seem to be especially suited to stimulating
and nurturing aesthetic and social innovation, and thus
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to prepare ways for new concepts (such as for example the
concept of children’s subjectivity and children's rights).!?

The opinion that the child has certain rights that are worth
defending is by no means invented with the Convention on
the Rights of the Child at the end of the 1980s. During the last
hundred years or so, Scandinavia has acquired a worldwide
reputation for attending to the child as an individual with her
own rights and for making the nation-state responsible when it
comes to safeguarding these rights.!® In another context, I sug-
gest that the history of children’s rights can be traced back to
at least the middle of the 19th century and that it has a special
place in the history of Scandinavian children’s literature. In
fact, the notion of children's rights is closely connected to
the question of what it means to experience the world as a
child, and the problem of children’s subjectivities has engaged
Scandinavian writers of children’s literature in different ways
for at least one-and-a-half centuries.!4

Scholars of the history of childhood often point to the fact
that the emergence of classical modernity at the end of the 18th
century gave birth to a new concept of the child. Before that, the
first years in life were mainly regarded as a period that the child
was supposed to leave behind as soon as possible. In the wake
of Rousseau, however, childhood was embraced as a romantic
vision and regarded as something more positive, something to
be cherished.!® But the emphasis put on the value of childhood
also made the notion of childhood subjectivity relevant in a new
way, along with the question of how adults were supposed to
treat children. In simple terms, this means that if children had
previously been perceived for the most part as possessions or
things that adults could basically handle as they pleased, then
the child now slowly came to the fore as an individual subject.
With modernity, one could argue, the child emerged as a person
with valuable experiences, capabilities and intentions, and
adults were obliged to relate to these unique individuals on a
rational basis, as well as with compassion.!®

The reading of children'’s literature can be regarded as
important for how the child understands his or her own rights
and responsibilities.!” This seems to be true today, as well as
in the history of reading. Therefore, it is important to clarify
how children’s books establish moral values concerning what
adults are permitted to do with children and vice versa. Child-
ren'’s literature thus not only displays views concerning what
children ought to be or how they should behave. It also carries
attitudes concerning how adults are (not) permitted to behave
towards children. In addition to this, children’s literature
asserts the space children can claim for themselves in different
settings, such as in their families, schools or society in general.
Desmond Manderson and others observe that linking children’s
literature and children's rights does not only mean stressing
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how children’s books communicate ideas concerning the rights
and responsibilities of children. These books must also be
considered as a bedrock when it comes to establishing rights:
»Children’s literature is not a series of texts about the law. It is
a source of Law.«!8

This implies that children’s books not only mirror children'’s
rights as conceived of at a given historical moment. They also
actively generate and perform the rights of the child in differ-
ent historical contexts. Following Reynolds, one could say that
children's literature »contributes to the social and aesthetic
transformation of culture by, for instance, encouraging readers
to approach ideas, issues, and objects from new perspectives
and so prepare the way for change«.!° Portrayals of power rela-
tions between children and adults in children's literature can
thus be said to generate social norms regarding the interaction
between adults and children that are of considerable impor-
tance for the development of a children’s rights discourse. This
seems to be especially true when it comes to the picture book,
because the adult and the child typically read these books and
look at the pictures together.

At the beginning of the 1970s, Max Lundgren clarified his
view of the uniqueness of picture books, explaining that his
picture books are not supposed to be read by the child alone.
They are instead written with the intention of activating an
exchange between children and adults. They are, so to speak,
meant to invite the adult to ponder important questions
together with the child. The function of his picture books,
Lundgren contends, is to make the parent »think« and »try to
explain« for themselves, as well as to the child.?° Against this
backdrop, Lundgren and Hald's picture book »The Fairy tale
of Lotta from D&sjobro« becomes particularly interesting, as
it can be said to problematize the relationship between adults
and children with a focus on human rights. I will return to
»The Fairy tale of Lotta from Ddsjobo« in the second half of
this article, for a closer reading. First I want to explore how the
rights of the child was discussed in the late 1960s and early
1970s and the role that children'’s literature was assigned when
it comes to the construction of the Swedish welfare state.

—— THE ROMANTIC CHILD AND THE POLITICAL
CHILD
Max Lundgren and Fibben Hald's picture book »The Fairy

tale of Lotta from Ddsjobro« is an example of how left-wing
oriented children’s literature around '68 gave political shape,
purpose and direction to tropes of children and childhood. It
displays a romantic mode of representation that emphasizes
the positive light of children and envisions childhood as a
state of natural freedom and innocence. But at the same time
as it imagines childhood as an idyllic realm separated form
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the adult world, it also negotiates the presumed difference
between child and adult by claiming that children as well as
adults have a voice, agency and responsibility. It does so by
pointing towards the prevailing political and social despair of
the outside world, insisting that there is a need for change and
that children must engage in this change.
Childhood is not therefore performed as a place that the
reading child is forced to leave as soon as possible in order
to mature and acquire the adult citizen's ability to change
the world. The opposite is truer: if you want to save the world
it is important not to grow up, instead you should remain a
child even as an adult. As we shall see, the imagined border
between children and adults is thus blurred in two respects:
while children’s rights and responsibility are in many ways
similar to the rights of adults, the ideal adult is compared to
a child. During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the questioning
of conventional child-adult relationships constitutes an
important issue in critical discussions of political children’s
literature. This questioning of power relations not only
construes children and childhood as political, it also involves a
new way of thinking and performing children’s human rights.
Lena Kareland has noted that, during the 1960s, children
in Sweden were regarded to a much greater extent as human

fran DOSJOBRO

av MAX LUNDGREN
och FIBBEN HALD

Image 1. Front cover of Max Lundgren and Fibben Hald's »The
Fairy tale of Lotta from D§sjobro.
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beings, just as the concept of youth began to be valued more
than ever before.?! Another way of putting this is that the

child was viewed as a subject with individual agency, and
childhood in many respects equated with adulthood: children'’s
voices were supposed to be heard and their points of view
considered.?? Here the question of children’s human rights
becomes obvious. Max Lundgren provides a good example of
this, when arguing that children have the right to picture books
that explain political dilemmas and help them understand the
world. Taking the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a
starting point, he maintains that if all human beings have the
right to information, knowledge and understanding, then all
children must too, otherwise we do not think of »children as
human beings«.?® The challenge was, one might argue, how to
encourage the child to engage in the quest for social change
while, at the same time, still remaining a child. This manoeuvre
inevitably forces writers and theorists of children'’s literature

to interrogate what in fact a child is.
Around '68, there was an ongoing discussion about how

children’s writers could most effectively engage themselves
and their readers in the cause of social progress and the
development of the welfare state.?* Lundgren participated in

this discussion in different ways, for example, in a call for

S4 som ménniskorna stillt till det pa jor-
den tyckte Gud att var sol skulle flyttas

for att lysa pd andra viirldar, som biittre tog vara pa den.

— Det idr oréttvist, sa Amerikas president.

— Det dr mycket sorgligt, sa borgmistarn i Malmo.

Men det fanns ingen p4 hela jorden som végade dka till Gud
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Image 2. Back cover of »The Fairy tale of Lotta from D6sjobro.
The back cover displays a letter from Lotta to the United Nations.
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state-funded, high quality picture books for small children.?®
This call was part of a larger children’s culture debate that had
taken place in Sweden and the other Nordic countries during
the second half of the 1960s. The renowned critic and children’s
writer Gunila Ambjornsson led the debate and had a massive
impact on what was to become the new vision of a truly
political children’s book. Together with Kerstin Stjarne, she

is usually regarded as the most radical critics of the period.?
Ambjornsson’s thought-provoking texts about children and
children’s literature in Sweden's largest newspapers, as well

as her book with the provocative title Skrdpkultur at barnen
(1968) [Low Culture for Our Children], placed her at the centre
of the new orientation towards the Left, which was also
manifested in Scandinavian children’s literature and culture at
the end of the 1960s.

In »Low Culture for Our Children«, Ambjérnsson argued
against what she considered the commercialization of
children'’s culture. The error in contemporary children’s culture
was not only, however, that it had been allowed to become
stuck in the jaws of capitalism and the pursuit of economic
profit. Ambjérnsson also regarded children’s culture as
detached and romanticized, depicting an obsolete and starry-
eyed view of children and childhood. She therefore explicitly
turned against what she termed the romantic conception of
childhood, that is, the »myth of the pure and innocent child
who lives in a different world than ours, a child who must be
protected at any cost because they can neither understand nor
handle the hard-hitting reality of adulthood«.?” In an attempt
to make children’s culture more radical, she insisted that
writers of children’s books should convey a stronger sense
of reality and realism. To put it bluntly, children’s books had
to function as tools for adults wishing to explain the world’s
political conflicts and unjustified inequality.?® In the case
of Ambjérnsson, this didn't necessarily mean that radical
children’s books always had to give political or moral lessons
that were grounded in left-wing ideology, even if this seemed
to be the implication. Instead, political momentum was to be
found in a new range of subjects. Writers had to turn to »new
spaces and realities with curiosity and courage«.? Yet, as will
soon become evident, the abolition of romanticism and the
abandoning of idealized representations of childhood were not
completely realized. It would be truer to say that the romantic
view of the child endures in the literature of ‘68, but takes on a
new narrative function in relation to the reader.

The political turn in children’s literature at the end of the
1960s is well researched, and related historical events explained
in various ways. Some researchers highlight the attention
given to general political issues throughout the contemporary
cultural debate and suggest that this shapes the conditions
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for Nordic children’s literature as well.®° In this context some
researchers maintain that both children’s and adult literature
took a political turn with the escalation of the Vietnam War,
and the reactions of intellectuals to the situation in the Third
World.3! At the same time, it is fair to say that the situation

in the world at large during the 1960s was far from unique —
people had been suffering as a result of war throughout the
20th century. The »postwar« period is, however, distinguished
by instantaneous and rigorous news reports from different
hotspots around the world. It is safe to say that violence,
poverty, and injustice propelled itself right into the Swedish
welfare state and occupied ordinary people’s everyday life,
creating a world of stark contrasts that seeped into Swedish
children'’s lives too. The political turn in children'’s literature
can thus be seen as a result of the breakthrough that television
made in Sweden and the other Nordic countries in the 1960s.3?

THE KNOWING CHILD
As we shall see later, the TV media takes on a specific meaning
in Lundgren's picture book. In this way it was a mirror of its
time. Contemporary critics experienced the introduction of
new media technology as effecting an explicit change in chil-
dren’s social reality. Gunila Ambjérnsson observes how broad-
casting leads to world events permeating the world of children,
thus exposing them to brutal pictures of pollution, war, famine,
poverty, and refugees in an unprecedented manner. As a result,
she continues, neither children nor adults live in isolation from
the world around them anymore.3? According to Ambjérnsson,
this is one of the main reasons why the line of demarcation
between adults and children is disappearing. »The child« is a
relational concept that is comprehended only in relation to its
opposite, »the adult«.®* But with new media, cultural practices
through which one becomes a child in relation to those who are
not children seem to change. I want to argue that developments
in radical children's literature during the 1960s and 1970s is
possible to understand only if one focuses on these changes.
These developments are intertwined with a new conception
of children’s rights, that is, with new power relations between
children and adults, as well as between literature for children
and literature for adults. Or as Ambjérnsson puts it: »It's all
about integrating children’s culture in the culture of grown
ups. Then the rest ought to solve itself.«3®

Kerstin Stjarne is another critic of the time who experienced
new media technology changing children’s social reality. At the
beginning of the 1970s, she highlights how watching television
transforms the meaning of being a child. She also argues that
there is a need for a children's literature that takes this new
social reality into account:
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— But these things that we as adults have been talking about
for years, and that most kids know a great deal about
through TV and other mass media, suddenly became con-
troversial in children’s books. For traditionally, everything
looks different in children’s books. You are not allowed to
mention Vietnam, the landlord is expected to be the poor
people’s friend and benefactor, and if there is going to be
environmental protection it has to be children planting
flowers in the asphalt jungle or cleaning up the forest.3¢

From Stjarne’s point of view, knowledge of international
conflicts seems to have altered the meaning of childhood

even if children’s literature doesn’t change at the same pace.

In an attempt to replace the traditional conception of the
romantic child, who had to be protected from the problems

and complexities of the adult world, Stjarne formulates a new
conception of children typical among critics during this time.
We could term this the knowing child.?” The knowing child has
knowledge of the world around them through television and
other mass media. In short, the knowing child knows things
that had previously been hidden from them and thus enters the
domain of adults. In some cases, they even know more about
the solutions to political issues than adults do, as in »The Fairy
tale of Lotta from D6sjobro.

Both Ambjérnsson and Stjarne point to the influence of mass
media on children’s new social conditions, and the changing
relationship between children and adults. Ten years later, such
arguments provide the foundations of Neil Postman’s much
acclaimed but conservative book, The Disappearance of Child-
hood (1982), which was soon translated into Swedish. In his
book, Postman argues that adulthood and childhood were once
divided by the ability to read complex texts. In the modern
period, only educated and mature individuals were able to
read and therefore only they had access to hidden knowledge.
However, during the second half of the 20th century, this rift
between adults and children began to loose its validity at a
dazzling speed, according to Postman. This was mainly due to
the fact that television had entered children’s homes, giving
them access to the secrets of the adult world before they
had completed the learning processes that adults had been
through. What can be termed »adult knowledge« could now be
acquired prior to literacy, because watching TV did not require
any special reading skills at all: everything is equally available
to all and no secrets or sorrows can be withheld. The romantic
understanding of childhood as a period of innocence and bliss
that demanded special care and protection disappeared.®
However, unlike the writers and critics of radical children’s
literature during the 1970s, Postman largely regarded this
development as being unsound and he wished for a nostalgic
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return to the period when being a child was different from
being an adult.

Max Lundgren, who is considered to be one of the most influ-
ential writers of the time, argued consistently that children'’s
authors always have to tell children the truth, even if this truth
is cruel or depressing. He simply believed that children had
the same right to information about their world as adults. In
one of his essays, he writes »there will always be people who
think that you should hide certain truths from children. I don't
belong to them, and I hope that they decrease in number as our
insight develops«.®®

As mentioned earlier, this attitude can be seen as a frontline
assault on the traditional romantic view as expressed in the
majority of Swedish children’s literature up to the 1960s. At the
same time, radical writers conceived of the political child in
romantic terms of their own. This is not only the case in Swed-
ish children's literature. The Finno-Swedish children’s writer
Antonia Zilliacus makes a similar claim in the Finnish national
newspaper Hufvudstadsbladet.*° She first asks her readers if
children should be protected from grim reality, so that they
can remain children for as long as possible. She then poses the
counter question and wonders if children should instead have
access to true information about the world surrounding them.
According to Zilliacus, children have the right to know and
adults should not impart any illusions about the world to their
children or hide from them the truth about reality.

From this perspective, it might seem as if the so-called
romantic view of the child stands in unambiguous opposition
to the concept of the knowing child. However, a closer look
reveals that Zilliacus does not abandon the idea of the
romantic child. Instead she transforms some aspects of it and
formulates the knowing child as superior to the adult in ways
reminiscent of the romantics, and their sacralizing of children
and childhood. In fact, childhood is depicted as a special stage
in the life of humans and the child as a provider of capabilities
and knowledge that the individual is in danger of loosing upon
entering adulthood:

— Children have the right to know. And children very often
have a much more factual and unbiased attitude towards
the surrounding world than adults, who are laden with
taboos and attitudes of a different sort.!

According to Zilliacus, the child has a right to know about
what happens in the world; it is impossible to shut her out in
a world of her own. But this it is not only because children are
supposed to grow up and become well-informed and respons-
ible citizens. Children need information to feel safe and to be
able to handle their fears. More importantly, Zilliacus argues
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that the child can contribute in a special way, and sometimes
more accurately than adults, to the development of a just
society. Rather than hiding information, »you ought to give the
children some sense of solidarity and responsibility so they can
join in and eliminate the social injustice that now prevails«.#

This tension between the romantic and the political concep-
tion of childhood can be viewed in light of the opposition
between illusion and truth, as well as fantasies and facts. The
fairy tale was none-too-seldomly deemed to be an escapist and
unreal genre, and rejected in favour of the supposed realism and
factual truth-telling in radical children'’s literature.*® But the
distinction was not always clear-cut. Max Lundgren's writing is
a good example of how the categories upheld by critics became
fuzzy in children’s literature of the time. This becomes obvious
if you look at »The Fairy tale of Lotta from D&sjobro«. At the
same time as being a fairy tale, the book clearly engages in
contemporary political questions of global justice.

Lundgren was sometimes criticized for not letting his
political engagement take the form of the social realism that
Ambjornsson and other critics had launched so forcefully. In
connection with the publication of Lundgren’s Regnbagskriget
(1968) [The Rainbow War], for example, several reviewers wel-
comed his honourable attempt to engage with the Vietnam War.

Image 3. Images of imigration, war and death in »The Fairy tale

of Lotta from Dd&sjobro«.
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At the same time, they dismissed his book for being too much
of an unreal fairy tale and a dreamlike fantasy. Kristin Stjarne
believes that Lundgren, without a doubt, had the ambition to
tell the truth about war to children but instead depicted war
in »a such a general playful fairytalelike way that it becomes
noncommittal«.** Reviewer Lars Olof Franzén makes a similar
objection, insisting that the story takes place in far too vague
a setting, lacks credibility and contains exaggerations that do
not belong in contemporary children’s books.%

—— CHILDREN AS MINORITY GROUP
Max Lundgren associated social inequalities with the struggle
for children’s rights in different ways. In Omin Hambbe in Sldtt-
koping, he associates the privileged countries of Europe and
the exploited countries of Africa with the relationship between
adults and children. Here the juxtaposition of black people and
children is not, however, to be understood as a colonial reflex to
view non-European people as immature. Instead, it highlights
the asymmetrical power relations between adults and children,
by comparing them to the colonial attitude of whites towards
non-whites. The young narrator opposes the way that black
people are regarded as »underdeveloped« and thus questions
the hierarchy between privileged and developing countries. At

Image 4. Images of poverty and suffering in »The Fairy tale

of Lotta from Dsjobro.
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the same time, the situation of Africans is frequently amplified
through the juxtaposition with the situation of the Swedish
boys in relation to the adults surrounding them. In this way,
both young people and black people are distinguished as minor-
ity groups with whom Europeans and adults can apparently do
as they please. The parallel culminates when the adopted black
child Omin Hambbe and the Swedish small town boy Gustav-
Sixten have a friendly fight for fun. The adult teacher misjudges
the situation as an assault and disciplines the white boy with a
hard slap on the ear:

— - Don't you understand that these things happen

in Africa, our teacher said, that white people attack
coloureds...

— The teacher is the only white here, Gustav-Sixten said.
They looked at each other.

— If'it's going to be like this, Gustav-Sixten said
eventually, it is better that one goes and demonstrates for
human rights.*6

Neither children nor black people, it seems, are privileged

in terms of human rights. Only the adult teacher enjoys
supremacy as concerns rights, since he is »white«. Gustav-
Sixten's line is characteristic of the way that Max Lundgren
encourages children to engage in the fight for global human
rights during this time, and he returns to the rights of children
in several different contexts.

In his article »Hjélp bilderboken!« (1971) [Help the Picture
Book], Max Lundgren discussed the rights of the child in
connection with the picture book. In the aftermath of Amjérns-
son’s above-mentioned »Low Culture for Our Children«, he
argued that the Swedish welfare state ought to financially
support quality picture books to counter low popular culture
imported for children from the USA and Germany. According
to Lundgren, quality Swedish picture books convey important
values that adults have to defend. Among other things, he
argued that quality children’s books make their readers more
independent and less prejudiced. Lundgren emphasized that
children constitute a group without power, a circumstance that
adults must recognize:

— There are several minorities in this country. It has become
a virtuous tradition that we try as much as we can to
protect these. We have many minorities. Children are one
of them. We need people to speak for their cause.#

Children are recognized here as a minority group without a

voice of their own, paving the way toward viewing them instead
as rights-bearers in a way that corresponds to the Convention
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on the Rights of the Child two decades later. As a children'’s
writer, Lundgren evidently played a part in promulgating

a view of children as human beings with a distinct set of
rights, rather than as passive objects of care and charity. The
notion that children'’s literature writers can give a voice to the
child’s way of seeing, and depict the logic of the child’s way of
thinking and experiencing is a common theme in the history
of Nordic children'’s literature since at least the middle of the
19th century.*® But the opinion that children’s writers should
speak for the child and thus defend their rights becomes

more widespread during the second half of the 20th century.
In the mid 1960s, Lennart Hellsing proclaimed that children
are human beings, not only becoming human beings.?® In the
early 1970s, several children’s writers participated in different
children’s rights movements, including for example Gunnel
Linde, who founded the voluntary and non-profit organization
Children’s Right in Society (Bris, Barnens ratt i samhaéllet)
with the purpose of campaigning, among other things, against
corporal punishment.%

Max Lundgren contributed to the children’s rights movement
when he proclaimed that children, like every human being,
have »the same right« to art and literature as well as informa-
tion, knowledge and understanding.® In his defence of the
rights of the child, he brings adults and children closer to one
another as rights-bearers. At the same time, he argued that
childhood is a superior state in comparison to the process of
degeneration that afflicts people upon reaching adulthood:

Essentially I'm a pretty pessimistic human being. For
example, I'm convinced that you and I, who call ourselves
adults, are already lost. Lost in the sense that we don't
have the freedom we think we do, we're not sufficiently
independent, we don't see things clearly, we are replete
with prejudices that occasionally pop up like dark trolls
in our eyes and mouths. Our knowledge of others and
ourselves is superficial; to a great extent, our so-called
radicalism is nothing more than the pulling of strings
[...]. However, we can still help our children, our grand-
children. To me, this seems to be our only task. And by
God, it's not a small one!52

In listing the properties that adults leave behind as they enter
adulthood, Lundgren indirectly articulated his image of the
child and childhood: children are freer, they see things more
clearly, they have fewer prejudices, and so on.

Several authors agreed with Lundgren’s argument about it
being the responsibility of the state to guarantee that every
child has the opportunity to read good picture books. Inger and
Lasse Sandberg, for example, identified children as a minority
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group and claimed that the Swedish welfare state had to defend
their »interests and demands«. At the same time, they wanted
to make politicians aware that they can no longer can override
the rights of the child: »even if our politicians might seem
uninterested in cultural politics, they have to recognize that our
children are the adults of tomorrow. After all, the voting age is
for some strange reason considered more important than the
age range during which you are a small child.«%

The debate about the child’s right to picture books funded
by the welfare state is not only about the child’s right to read
aesthetically high quality books. Of equal importance is the
connection between the child’s right to art and literature,
as well as information, knowledge and understanding, and
the question of how children’s books can contribute to the
good society, i.e., to the Swedish welfare state. That this is
the case becomes clear when Lundgren’s own publisher, Carl
Hafstrom, entered the debate and asserted that it is not only
the privileged child who should be given a chance to read
good Swedish picture books. It is a right that belongs to all
the Swedish children. In this way, picture books »really are
going to prompt the development of the good society that Max
Lundgren and many others dream of at this point«.5* Thus, even
if children’s writers and publishers of children’s literature
evidently believed that they were speaking for children as
a minority group, and maintained that they were defending
the rights of the child, at the same time it seems like they
supported a specific political (and leftist) version of children'’s
books, childhood and social progress.

——THE FAIRY TALE OF A RIGHTS-BEARING
CHILD
It is very likely that »The Fairy tale of Lotta from D&sjobro«
sets the tone for Lundgren’s own demand for state-funded
picture books. This book, published by Bonnier, the publishing

house where the above-mentioned Carl Hafstrém was both
publisher and head of the children’s books department, can
thus be viewed as an example of what Lundgren and Hafstrom
meant when they highlighted the importance of good picture
books for all the children of the Swedish welfare state. Con-
sequently it is interesting to investigate in what way the book
expands upon the idea of a political children’s book, and how
it construes children as rights-bearing citizens and elaborates
upon a specific conception of children and childhood.

The cover of Lundgren and Hald's picture book portrays the
main character in profile with an idyllic Swedish landscape
unfolding in the background (Pictures 1 & 2). The landscape
includes traditional half-timbered houses from the south of
Sweden. A country road curves up and around from the bottom
of the cover, where Lotta is positioned, through the little
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settlement where some small houses are located. The pastoral
and almost pre-modern utopia presented on the cover stands
in a stark contrast to the content of the book, which deals
with global politics and questions concerning war, famine and
pollution portrayed using a radical aesthetics (Pictures 3 & 4).
I have already mentioned that the title of the book signals a
genre that breaks with the political conception of children's
books, along with the attendant call that Scandinavian critics
and writers made at the time for realism and a non-idyllic
portrayal of the world. The title and the front cover thus situate
the realism of the political children’s book in an ironic light. It
is as if the book cover says: let the child have a childhood with
fantasy and comfort even though this book shows the reader

a world full of conflicts. Perhaps one could say that it declares
that every child has a right to a special childhood and that
children don't belong to the world of grown ups that is falling
apart.%®

The narrative in Lundgren and Hald's fairy tale about
Lotta features a succession of conflicting motifs. The local is
juxtaposed with the global; the pre-modern pastoral landscape
with the decay of modern society; the brave and innocent child
with the gutless and degenerate adult; the fantasy of fairy
tales with the realism of political children’s books, and so on.
Taken together, it seems like these differences embody the two
different discourses on childhood that we have already identi-
fied in the debate about children’s books and their purpose
at the time: the vision of the romantic child on one hand and
the vision of the knowing child on the other. But as we shall
see, the picture book does not exclude one of these concepts
of the child in favour of the other. Instead, it blends them in a
specific way.

»The Fairy tale of Lotta from Dosjobro« begins with the
narrator telling the reader that our sun is just one of many
thousands of suns, and the earth is only one among millions
of planets. This cosmic viewpoint is mirrored in the first of
Fibben Hald's illustrations inside the book, depicting the globe
with disproportionately large and stereotyped representations
of many different peoples: North Africans, Russians, Hispan-
ics, Inuits, Swedes, Chinese, Americans, Arabs and so on. The
attentive reader may notice that the book cover has already
established a tension between the local, global, and cosmic in
a distinct way (Picture 1). It portrays Lotta in her rural setting
and thus makes the local both a starting point and an entrance
into the first spread portraying the world from a distance.

But this tension is also established by the imaginary rip in

the illustration at the top of the front cover. The »torn« image
»reveals« how the stars and planets hide behind the framed
picture of Lotta standing in the midst of a pastoral and idyllic
topography. At the same time this is a metafictional device that
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exposes the picture book as an artefact, that is, as an artistic
product and a fairy tale. The metafictional rip and frame can
be said to signal to the reader that she is being addressed as
an equal.?® Hald's use of metafictional devices invites child and
adult readers alike to ponder over his or her own situation in
the world, not only in relation to other countries and people
on the planet, but also in relation to what can be called the
existential questions of life, death and eternity. This invitation
corresponds to the idea of a rights-bearing child and the
redefinition of the hierarchic relationship between the writer
and reader in traditional children's literature. In general,
metafictional books for children can be said to conspicuously
deconstruct the essential didacticism of the book as a source
of authority and law, and provide the reading child with the
power and the right to participate.®’

The narrator in »The Fairy tale of Lotta from Déssjébro«
reveals that God wants to move the sun away from earth so that
it can shine on other worlds. It is this impending change that
constitutes the main conflict and the threat that Lotta is due
to encounter and overcome. The narrator explains that no one
else is willing to make the voyage to God in order to persuade
him against this intervention. Lotta is thus empowered with a
symbolic right to question the final and highest authority and
at the same time inspired to voice her own view of things.

The reader soon finds out that Lotta is a girl who speaks for
children’s rights and who wants them to prevail in the world.
When no one else volunteers to travel to God she begins her
quest for justice by writing a letter to the United Nations. In
her letter, she tells political leaders about herself and pro-
claims that it is unfair to move the sun, arguing that she can
persuade God not to do so. Her letter is reproduced on the back
cover of the book and thus stands as an example of what child
readers can do if they experience an unjust situation (Picture
2). This suggests that child readers, even before opening the
book, are addressed as political subjects with participation
rights and valuable voices of their own. Using the vocabulary
later included in the 12th article of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, the letter enhances the idea that children
have the right express their opinion on things that directly
relate to them and that adults should listen. After reading
Lundgren and Hald's picture book, written 20 years before
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the United Nations
could well be said to come across as an upholder of human
rights to which children too can appeal.

However, after writing to the United Nations, Lotta goes on a
nocturnal adventure, during which she seems to be asleep. In
this way, the picture book makes use of a traditional children'’s
book motif similar to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland
(1865) and Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are (1963).
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But Lotta's voyage-while-asleep is not first and foremost a
celebration of children’s imagination and playfulness. Along
with the fairytalelike challenge, the story contains a political
and moral dimension that has a clear message for its readers.
The reason for God wanting to move the sun to another
planet is that the humans on earth do not deserve it, as they
neither take care of each other nor the earth that they have
inherited. The adults make war, pollute the environment, and
unjustly oppress one another. The religious motif in the book is
very ambiguous, and God can be interpreted as an embodiment
of the rights of man and the rights of earth. But he also seems
to have the ability to remove these rights whenever he wishes.
A secular interpretation of the religious theme could be that
humans themselves have violated the rights of man and nature
and thus destroyed their own rights. Lotta’s trip to God, and
the request for sunlight, can thus be seen as a demand for
the rights that had been embezzled by adults. Fibben Hald's
pictures connect the light of the sun with the child’s right to
survive and develop in healthy surroundings. The sun gener-
ates a metaphoric meaning that is associated not only with
brightness and warmth, but also with children’s happiness,
wellbeing and hopes for the future. The absence of the sun, on
the other hand, is a motif that the reader most probably associ-
ates with images of war, poverty and death in Hald's dark
representation of the degenerate civilization of adults. Hald’s
gloomy pictures of humanity are situated side-by-side with
much brighter ones, just as the adults stand side-by-side with
children. Hald's use of different techniques in »The Fairy tale
of Lotta from Dosjobro« is both experimental and innovative
and can thus be said to make way for social and aesthetic
transformation in the sense described by Kimberly Reynolds.%®
Dosjobro, or Dosjebro as it is called nowadays, is a small
village in the south of Sweden, where approximately 400
persons lived in the late 1960s. In the fairy tale of Lotta, it is
the contrast between this rural reality and the horrors and
injustice permeating the rest of the world that creates the
book’s political momentum. The way in which the adult world
is portrayed gradually exposes the child reader to political
problems that humanity has yet to address. But the picture
book also depicts how the surrounding world becomes visible
for the small child. As mentioned earlier, many critics of
children's literature identified TV as the prime reason for the
changed social conditions that children experienced in the late
1960s and early 1970s. In a similar way, the text and images in
Lundgren and Hald's picture book performs children’s rights
in close dialogue with the images of war and mass starvation
seen on TV. When Lotta enters the home of God to persuade
him not to remove the sun, he shows her through a telescope
how humans behave towards each other. The manner in which
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God's telescope mediates the knowledge of global injustice and
suffering to Lotta, as well as to the reading child, has certain
similarities with another medium:

— — Yes. Now I remember, God said. And now I have decided
that the sun shall be moved.

— It is this I want to protest against, said Lotta. I find it
very unfair.

— So, you really think so, God said. Let's have a look at
the earth for a while.

And God picked up a huge telescope and leaned out of
the window, and Lotta looked over his shoulder through
the telescope. The green earth was located far below. Then
God turned a knob, and Lotta could see a crowd of people.

It seemed like a large anthill. And everybody had such
strange faces. Thousands of them were marching with
rifles on their shoulders. Thousands were fighting each
other. In every house there was a clatter and a hustle.
Everywhere there was an awful noise, which you could
still hear, way up high in God’s castle. [- - -] She saw
thousands of children starving. She saw children calling
for their parents. She saw children sitting in scarce
sunlight with meagre faces and eyes that said: Take us
away from here to another place!®®

God's telescope, and Hald's large illustrations in the picture
book, make it possible for Lotta, and for the reader, to see

what is happening in different places around the world. It

is an image that is analogous to the television news reports
about troubles and suffering around the world. This analogy

is enhanced by the narrator, who explains that God »turned

a knob« when he wanted to make the horrors on earth visible
(with old analogue television sets, you had to turn a knob to
change channel). This changing of the channel shows children
suffering and, at the same time, prompts a call for change. The
children are starving, without parents and deprived of sun, and
hence the telescope depicts a fallen world very different from
Lotta’s, a child who enjoys the protection of her family. At the
same time, it is important to note that the picture book indi-
rectly characterizes the suffering children as rights-bearers

in a very concrete way. It is Lotta, as well as the readers of the
picture book, who are addressed in their outcry, that is, the call
for what Hannah Arendt once termed a right to human rights:
»Take us away from here to another place!«

The sequential representations of human misery in Lundgren
and Hald’s picture book suggest that the narrative has a loose
kind of exemplum structure. This means that God shows
Lotta examples of despair from across the world to illustrate
his point, and refute her assertion that he must let the sun
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continue to shine over the human race. With her newfound
knowledge about the injustice of the prevailing circumstances
outside D&ssjobro, Lotta embodies the concept of the knowing
child.

Children’s literature is filled with human rights scenarios.
These scenarios transmit ideas about the rights of children in
different ways, and many children’s books of the 20th century
explicitly oppose resistance among adults to the idea that
children have something important to say.6! »The Fairy tale of
Lotta from D6sjobro« can be viewed as a statement of child-
ren’s right to participate in the community, and thus count as
true members of society. This becomes clear from the letter
that Lotta writes to the UN, but also from Lotta being given the
opportunity to express her views on matters that affect her and
her friends. When doing so, she gives voice to a counter image
that articulates her experience of living and being a child in
the world. While God reveals the violence and suffering in the
world, Lotta responds by pointing God's telescope towards the
children in D&sjébro:

— - This is where I live, said Lotta. This is my school. The
bell has recently rung out and the children walk on the
country road in the sunshine. Can you see it? Can you
sense the smell from the meadows? Look at the children’s
faces! And they don't ponder the sunshine much. It simply
happens and makes you joyful. There is Kalle eating an
orange, and oranges need sun to grow red.%?

Given that Lundgren took into consideration the readers of
his picture books being both adults and children, this passage
seems to encourage children’s participation at the same time
as attempting to convince adults that children are worth
listening to. When Lotta expresses herself with the assistance
of the telescope, she enacts the value of child participation
and speaks for children as a minority group rather than for
the adults. She displays her world, a world that turns out to
be something close to a pre-modern pastoral, a rural land-
scape filled with pleasant smells and tender sunshine. In her
world, »sunshine« is exceedingly present as made evident not
only by Lundgren’s text but also Hald's illustrations (Pictures
5 & 6). These illustrations depict a world of sunshine as a
world of children and stand in striking contrast to the dark
images of soldiers, suffering and poverty that God shared
through his telescope. — If you are going to judge the human
race, you also have to regard the positive side, Lotta argues,
and points God's telescope towards the children. At the

same time, she blames the adult world for the prevalence of
erroneousness and injustice. It is the adults who »make war,
»oppress« and »destroy.
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Image 5. Images of children and childhood in »The Fairy tale of
Lotta from Dosjobro«.

The story about Lotta, who leaves earth in order to tell God
how »horribly unfair« it is to move the sun, emphasizes a
rights discourse and the child as a rights-bearer. Which, for
example, are the right or wrong actions, in relation to mother
earth and the children who are going to inherit the earth?
However, the religious motif of a God who wants to punish
humans for their mischievous actions can be read on at least
two levels. On the one hand, it is the manifestation of a higher
order of justice issuing a harsh judgment upon earth and its
inhabitants. On the other, removing the sun can be interpreted
as the logical consequence of not taking care of the world.

In Hald's pictures, the pollution and the dust of war simply
make the sun disappear, leaving an image of a dark and
gloomy world (Pictures 3 & 4). At the same time, the religious
motif encapsulates what can be regarded as a childlike way
of encountering unfairness: turning to the concept of God

as the highest instance of justice. But it also signals that the
child has at her disposal what can be considered a romantic
connection to true righteousness, something that seems to be
lacking in the adult world.
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Image 6. The sun is shining over the world in »The Fairy tale of
Lotta from D6sjobro.

—— CONCLUSION: TO DEFEND THE RIGHTS OF
THE CHILD
Considering the historical context, it is not surprising that

the difference between being an adult and being a child is a
central theme in »The Fairy tale of Lotta from Dosjobro«. In
many ways, Lotta embodies what can be called the voice and
participation rights of the child, and does so in a rather adult
way. Thus the boundary between adults and children seems to
some extent to wither away. Lotta turns into a knowing child
when she becomes aware, just as an adult might, of the horrors
and suffering occurring all over the world. At the same time,
Lotta as a child is completely different from the adults. She is
not already ruined by the iniquities of the modern world and
she can still judge right from wrong. This becomes apparent
when Lotta's quest for justice is deemed to be merely a result
of adults having a bad conscience, an affliction from which
children do not suffer:

— Why didn't the humans send an adult? God asked.
They didn't dare.
Why not?
I guess they thought you were rash and priggish.
I am righteous, God said. And now perhaps you under-
stand why no adult dared to come.5?
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The grown ups in »The Fairy tale of Lotta From Désjobro« have
forfeited their right to sunshine and life. But if the adults are
denied rights, then from God’s perspective, this is because they
have become inhuman and turned against each other. Lundgren
and Hald's picture book thus seems to tell its readers, children
and adults alike, that if only humanity could retain its human
dignity, it could keep the shining sun as well. This narrative
message is especially evident by the end of the book, which in
fact underlines the fundamental difference between children
and adults.

It is »for the children's sake« that God must let the earth keep
the sun. And when God asks Lotta if she also is going to grow
up and err like an adult, she answers »never«. The image of the
knowing child thus interacts with a romantic celebration of the
child. In this regard, the book defends the rights of the child at
the expense of the rights of adults, and consequently inverts
the traditional relationship between children and adults. Or in
God’'s own words:

— The earth is permitted to keep the sun for twenty years
from now. And if at that point in time Lotta Bergstrém
from Dosjobro is still like a child, then I believe even this
sad creation to be similar to what I once wanted it to be.
And the sun shall shine on the humans as long as I am.
And T am forever.

— But if the humans are two: the child and the adult, and
Lotta has lost all that she is now, which is glowing
from my greatest and most brilliant suns, and from the
greatest and most beautiful that I have created, if she has
lost all this, then the sun shall be moved to another world
that needs it more.®

The story about children as rights-bearers thus departs from
many traditional children’s books, as it construes children as
knowing, and at the same time declares that the adult must
remain like a child. Consequently the adult is no longer to be
understood as a norm for the righteous and just. At the same
time, this motif can be set against the idea that every child has
the right to be a child, and that a child should never be forced
to grow up. From an international perspective, the case of
Peter Pan is one of the most famous and most debated literary
characters in this category.® In the Nordic countries, however,
the most noteworthy example of a girl who does not want to
grow up is Astrid Lindgren’s Pippi Longstocking. Pippi refuses
to grow up and she even persuades her friends, Tommy and
Annika, to eat a small pea-like pill, so that they never have to
leave childhood and turn into adults.5®

Lotta from D6sjobro can be compared to the red head girls
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that populate children's literature, from Lucy Maud Mont-
gomery's Anne of Green Gables (1908) to Lindgren’s Pippi
Longstocking (1945). Indeed, she is described as a Tomboy
somewhat similar to Anne and Pippi. The narrator remarks:
»She was eleven years old, with freckles, red hair and auda-
cious like a boy.«%” Freckles are associated with childhood, but
also with living an active life outdoors in the sunshine, a fact
that relates in a special way to the main theme of the book,
that is, God’s threat to move the sun. Accordingly, it can be
argued that Anne as well as Pippi and Lotta embody the idea
that children and childhood have a special value, and that
every child has the right to a healthy childhood. In contrast to
both Anne and Pippi, however, Lundgren and Hald's literary
character Lotta defends the right of the child on a political
level. As Hald's final illustration in »The Fairy tale of Lotta
from D6sjobro« seems to indicate by portraying Lotta's world
as a small winding country road, laid out in gentle sunlight
and heading towards the horizon, the future is with the
children and in the romantic vision of childhood, not in the
world of adults (Pictures 5 & 6). The picture book thus not only
construes children and childhood as political, it also includes
a specifically romantic way of thinking and performing

children’s rights in the modern welfare state. i
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