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Abstract

Identity, Agency, Global Connections

Abstract: Global literature provides examples of young protagonists going beyond resiliency as they demonstrate agency in personal, social, and cultural situations. An examination of picture and chapter books across countries and genre revealed significant titles to nurture young readers’ developing sense of agency and awareness of the complexities of culture in diverse settings.  
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Children and adolescents are always in the process of developing their identity – a combination of personal, social, and cultural influences. Much of this identity formation develops innately or through intentional teaching or modeling and is based on cultural ideologies and learned ways of dealing with both positive and negative situations. A contemporary focus on developing a sense of the global community requires that readers have insight to children to whom they can connect and who may be similar to themselves as they make decisions, solve and detect problems, and take action according to their learned perceptions. With limited exposure to other global communities outside their own, literature becomes a powerful vehicle to inform, and potentially transform, their thinking. Through literature, children “are invited to immerse themselves in story worlds, gaining insights into how people feel, live, and think around the world. They also come to recognize their common humanity as well as to value cultural differences” (Short, 2009:1).

Children, both past and present, throughout the global society are often confronted with challenging events-- family or cultural conflicts, natural phenomenon or disaster over which they have no control, or political situations that leave them as innocent victims of adult decisions that directly affect their lives. The results of these challenges might be at the personal/family level such as family discord, illness, or economic hardships; the community level, such as neighborhood violence or racial prejudice; or the societal level, such as war within or between countries or natural disasters that affect a whole country.  Authors and illustrators of children’s literature who depict these situations and events often do so in a powerful and authentic manner while providing readers with characters, both real and fictional, that are both admirable and inspirational in their resiliency in the midst of great hardship. These stories demonstrate the thinking, problem solving ability, and stamina of children and many go beyond resiliency in depicting the strength and agency that young protagonists assume as they take action to make their world a better place. Such demonstrations have the potential to be powerful examples to young readers who are developing their own identities as they participate in their local communities. These stories also can teach about the global community from perspectives that go beyond the superficial tourist stance or the media images that dwell on conflict and disaster to authentic insights of the actual people living in these communities.

The Inquiry
Acknowledging the potential of such literature, a study was undertaken to examine international literature that is available to English speaking young readers in which the character/s show resilience in the face of a difficult situation. An investigation of 75 books representing 25 countries consisted of a combination of picture and chapter books chosen from various genre. These books were identified from significant award lists, such as USBBY’s Outstanding International Books Annual List; the Notable Children’s Books in the Language Arts Award List (selected by the Children’s Literature Special Interest Group of the International Reading Association), World of Words (an online international literature site at www.wowlit.org), and various IBBY lists. After examining the situation and actions of the characters, these titles were further examined to reveal contexts in which characters demonstrated agency and often action in light of the situation. Agency is defined here as that sense of empowerment that leads an individual to realize that he/she has a voice and the potential to take action in a variety of situations. Based on characters’ actions, dialogue, intent, relationships, ideological evidence, and family and cultural connections, the various instances of agency were clustered into three categories—personal, social, and ethnic/cultural. Individuals at times displayed agency to deal with issues that affected their personal life and sense of identity. At other times, they used their sense of agency to act in behalf of their families and friends, and quite often there was an ethnic/cultural focus to their display of agency. Learning from characters in international literature has the potential to give young readers examples of identity development through situations that nurture one’s personal, family, and cultural life.  In so doing, this literature has the potential, as well, to teach about other members of the global community as they function within situations that call for their voice and action.    

The following sections provide brief examples as to how literature can reveal personal agency, family agency, and cultural agency using exemplars from the literature in this study.  The guiding questions were adapted from a study by Liu (2009). The final section makes suggestions about strategies that nurture personal connections and insights to the literature.  

Personal Agency
In considering this particular aspect of identity development, questions that were asked of the stories examined were: What perceptions of self identity are evident in the characters?  What conflicts are they confronted with and how are these resolved? Are the conflicts between internal and external factors or internal and social expectations? How do characters discover their own voice or agency and how do they address the conflict?

 
Climbing the Stairs (Venkatraman, 2008) is set in 1941 in Bombay. Vidya is a young girl who dreams of the possibilities of going to college until a tragedy displaces the family and she is  then expected to participate in the culturally female tasks rather than focus on schooling. The conflict here is between Vidya and her family and she finds solace in the library where she discovers books that take her outside her cultural barriers. As she works to have freedom and maintain the respect of family, Vidya provides a first person account of a young person struggling for identity amidst cultural mores. While the first-person narrated story occurs in the past, the character deals with the situation in ways with which young readers can identify. She does not loose her vision of education but seeks ways to maintain this goal within the limits imposed. As in Mitali Perkins’ Secret Keeper (2009) and Kashmira Sheth’s Keeping Corner (2009), the struggle for women to be educated decision makers is well told and reveals much about the strength of women over past decades. The strong message of agency for young women is easily a connection for many world communities.  

José! Born to Dance: The Story of José Limon (Reich, 2005) is the story of the famous Mexican-born choreographer, José Limon, who learned about rhythm and natural music at a very young age. However, although his father owned a dance studio in Mexico, it was not culturally accepted, according to his father’s values, for a man to dance for a career. After immigrating to the US due to the Mexican civil war, Jose was teased about his poor English which made him even more determined to succeed. He made the difficult decision to leave his home and go to New York to study and work where he eventually gained fame. Young readers are made aware of the inner conflict Jose experienced as he struggled with his decision. Burdened by the cultural limitations at the time, Jose did not turn his back on his heritage as he followed his personal dream and ultimately brought honor to his country of birth.  

Social Agency

Social agency that encompasses developing voice and taking a stand for those with whom one interacts such as family, friends, and community members involved asking the following questions of the books examined:  How do the characters define and position themselves in the dominant social group? Are they insiders or outsiders?  How do they interact with family, friends, and others? How do others perceive the main characters? What types of conflict exist—main characters vs. environment? family? society? How does the social environment shape the agency of the characters?

Meshack Asari sets Sosu’s Call (2001) in a small nameless village in West Africa.  The familiar award winning story of the young crippled boy who saves his village is a powerful example of the agency that can emerge despite being treated as a bad omen to his village.  Not able to go to school since there was no wheel chair, Sosu is left in the village while others go to work and school. On one occasion a storm arises that threatens those elderly and very young who remained. He drags himself to the village drums and warns those away to return, thus saving villagers and creating a turning point in his life. Media attention results in a wheel chair that enables him to go to school. Sosu was an insider ethnically but socially was an outcast. He accepts this but when his siblings return from school, he is eager to hear what they learned. He develops a sense of agency that helps to provide the physical strength he needs to take action for his community.   

The Shepherd’s Grandaughter (Carter, 2008). All Amani wants to do is tend the sheep with her grandfather. With richly described characters who are dealing personally with the ongoing Palestinian and Israeli struggle, this novel invites readers into the lives of those affected who often are not represented in literary and media depictions. The characters, all who are family insiders, provide different perspectives shared from the same side of this ongoing struggle.  As Amani learns how to care for the sheep for her family, she also learns how the Israeli settling on Palestinian land has created difficult situations for the livelihood of the sheep. She becomes aware of the complexity of deciding who is right or wrong and realizes that not even family members are aligned in their thinking. Agency resides in the feelings of hope that this young shepherdess develops in the midst of conflict. As in the books, Brothers in Hope: The Story of the Lost Boys of Sudan (Williams, 2005) and The Cat of Terezin: Coming of Age in Terezin (Rubin, 2006) the hope of young protagonists is often the source of agency as they assume a voice for family and friends.  

Ethnic/Cultural Agency

Ethnic/Cultural Agency points to the role of culture in the characters’ lives as they speak up and take action in support of their ethnicity or culture.  How do they position themselves in their own ethnic group? How do they interact with family and those of own group?  Are they aware and use agency to support their own language, culture and traditions?  Do they encounter conflicts within their own group?

Many instances of agency are evident in When My Name was Keoko (Park, 2002). Familiar to many, this novel addresses the efforts of two young protagonists to maintain their names, language, and culture during the Japanese occupation of South Korea prior to WWII.  With the voices of a brother and sister narrating the story, readers have first-hand insight into their thinking and perspectives on the efforts of the Japanese to do away with their culture beginning with the language.  Different family members take a stand in unique ways-an underground paper, a diary, and refusal to given up their Korean names; readers are called upon to consider the significance of language in their own culture. 

A Song for Ba (Yee, 2004) shares the sad but frequent occurrence of a cultural tradition being lost to a more modern generation and innovative society. Wei Lim’s grandfather and father perform in the Chinese opera, which is characterized by an all male cast.  His father Ba believes the opera will soon have no audiences so he discourages his son to learn the various parts; conflict within the family ensues. Of course, the source of the tension is cultural. From assisting with many practices, Wei Lim knows the parts well and is able to step in when his father is ill and cannot perform. He is able to step in giving a bit of hope in youth to continue the tradition.  

Strategies

Before readers can use their insights into other cultures to develop authentic understandings, they must first understand the role of culture in their own lives.  Geertz (1973) defined culture as the shared patterns that set the tone, character, and quality of people’s lives.  Once readers understand their own cultural identities and how these identities set the stage for their personal values, approaches to problem solving and sense of self, they have greater potential to understand culture in the lives of others. Strategies that invite students to examine their own histories and experiences in light of culture, as defined earlier, are significant. Such strategies might involve creating a life map on which students plot significant events and people in their lives and then discuss in light of culture.  Another strategy, described by Kathy Short (2009) is creating cultural x-rays in which students visually portray the traits, experiences, and values that make them who they are.  

As readers discover the situations confronting the characters, they can examine issues of local significance that parallel in some way the events of the story. What are problems that require solving and how might this be accomplished?  How are the characters situations similar or different to their own and would their response be similar or different to that of the main character. This could take the form of journal writing or educational drama where they assume roles of book characters.  Students in one class after reading immigrant stories told their own stories through art.  

Guiding students as they question whose voices are present and whose are missing in a text is a beginning step towards developing a critical literacy mindset. Whose perspective is represented in the story? What other perspectives might present a different way of looking at this or might tell the story a different way? How does the context of the situation present challenges for the character? Students can also question the authenticity of the literature since books are needed that present authentic cultural viewpoints unique to the culture of focus. 

Whether a student empathizes with a particular character or resists the text, integrating a range of perspectives on a theme helps readers realize multiple perspectives around a topic. The use of “text sets” begs the questions: How do characters in different contexts and different global communities show agency? How is their culture reflected in this?  What are the forms of agency that are developed? What types of challenges call for resiliency and agency in young protagonists?  

Of course, through dialogue and multimodal response to literature followed by discussion, students can realize the powerful examples of agency and the complexities of culture as related to dealing with personal, social, and ethnic issues. Having demonstrations of agency in diverse cultural contexts is significant in understanding global cultures, issues, and the people involved therein. Children’s literature has assumed many roles in today’s curriculum. Perhaps one of the most important is to show the strength of other young people from diverse global cultures as they develop their identities and face situations to which young readers can personally connect.  
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