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Ecology and Children’s Literature Strand 
 

• Material studied: short children’s stories, picturebooks, tales 

• Learning outcome: introduction to theories of posthumanism, eco-philosophy, object 
oriented ontology, thing studies 

• Types of exercices: in-class discussion, creative writing of autobiographical flash 
fiction, pair work, team work, critical self-reflection 

• Direct outcome: innovative interpretation of children’s books 

• Indirect outcomes: develop empathy, ethics, pedagogical skills 
 
According to Greg Garrard, “the widest definition of the subject of ecocriticism is the study of 
the relationship of the human and the non-human” in culture. This workshop will explore how 
humans’ relationships with non-human objects influence our understanding of being and non-
being in the nature-culture continuum. How do encounters with things shape our 
phenomenological sense of enworlded, embodied identities, our spatiotempotal dis/locations, 
our affective belongings, and our general philosophical ideas about a life worth living? We 
shall start out from three, apparently simple children’s stories – Margery Williams’s The 
Velveteen Rabbit (1922), Shaun Tan’s The Lost Thing (2000), and David Lucas’s The Lying 
Carpet (2008) – which thematise the charismatic pull of objects (toy, machine, artwork) 
brough to life by human imagination that is revitalised by their thing-power, on its turn. These 
thought-provoking tales allow us to ask important questions about how childhood’s favourite 
things shape adult futures, how capitalist material culture’s commodity fetishism can be 
challenged by fantastic it-narratives, how objects can talk back to propagate a posthumanist 
ethics where all are recognised as equal actants in a complex network of entanglements. 

Required Reading List 

• Margery Williams’s The Velveteen Rabbit (1922) 

• Shaun Tan’s The Lost Thing (2000) 

• David Lucas’s The Lying Carpet (2008) 

Preparatory Tasks for all Students 
1. Think of an object that was of special importance to you when you were a child. Write 

a piece of flash fiction, a very short memoir of a few sentences or a paragraph in 
which you recall your childhood self from the perspective of that object. Make this 
object the narrator of the reminiscence. 

2. Read the three stories and compare how they represent anthropocentric and non-
anthropocentric notions of space and time (home, memory, forgetting, history, etc). 

3. Watch Czech Surrealist puppeteer Jan Svankmajer’s short film Dimensions of a 
Dialogue (1983). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-gGpWpra-g  How does his 
stop-motion animation of ordinary objects create an uncanny effect? What do these 
object-encounters say about the challenges of human communication? 
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Additional Task for Students Taking Credits 

Think of an object that was of special importance to you when you were a child. Write a short 
memoir of 500-700 words in which you recall your childhood self from the perspective of that 
object. Make this object the narrator of the reminiscence.  

Classroom Exercises 

Think of the different meanings of objects: commodity fetishism in consumer culture, use 
value, market value, nostaligic/emotional value, private memorial charge etc 

Compare the verbal and the visual descriptions of the object protagonists: the carpet, the toy 
rabbit, and the lost thing 

Compare the texts with classic IT narratives, eg Andersen’s The Fir Tree 

Relate texts to main assumptions of the philosophical trend of Object Oriented Ontology 

• „The world is not the world as manifest to humans, to think reality beyond our thinking 
is not nonsense, but obligatory” (Graham Harman) 

• „Ask yourself: what does your toaster want? How about your dog?Or the bacteria in 
your guts? What about the pixels on your screen? How is their day going?” (Timothy 
Morton) 

• Object memory (alchemical tradition/ witnessing +shaping reality) 

• Matter starts to matter (things become perceptible via malfunctioning) 

• Jane Bennett: matter is always already pulsing w life, objects can produce dramatic 
effects, make a difference in the world, shape web of interrelationships: „a toy doll, a 
dead rat, a gunshot residue sample can be self-contained actants” 

Relate the Freudian notion of the uncanny to the concept of the abandoned object 

 

SCROLL down to see select slides facilitating in-class discussion 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 


