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Children’s literature is going through an exciting time in India. It is 
not to say that the mass production of cheap, unimaginative, moralistic 
and stereotypical books for children is not being promoted, or that they 
are fewer in number. But what is heartening to see is that in the past 
few decades many small independent publishers and organisations are 
gaining greater visibility for the freshness in their content, illustration 
and production. Readers now have a wider choice, and they do not 
need to compromise on what they want to read. Many of these small 
independent publishers are trying to redefine Indian children’s literature 
by constantly reimagining childhood and literature. In the process, 
they are also attempting to challenge the norms and fill in the gaps by 
attempting to make it more inclusive. It is also encouraging to note that 
a dedicated readership for their publications is evolving. 

The above shift in publication was possible due to the growing 
discourse on children’s literature. It gave them a fertile ground to 
innovate by generating wider social awareness and interest in children’s 
literature. The broadening discourse also gave impetus to their efforts 
by providing critical lens to look at existing literature and raising 
fundamental questions regarding ‘childhood’ (Kumar, 2016) and 
‘literature’ in India. It brought ‘children’ to the center of the discourse 
raising crucial questions regarding representation of children, inclusivity 
(Kumar, 2016) and language. One must not miss mentioning the critical 
role discourse on reading played in bringing the focus on children’s 
literature and in advocating its significance in child’s life and literacy 
education. Especially the initiatives like establishing a ‘Reading Cell’ 
in NCERT and its Mathura Pilot Project, B.El.ED Programme having 
the component of literacy and its pedagogy and children’s literature. 
Along with it, initiatives by a few non-government organisations and 
publishing houses have also been instrumental in creating a conducive 
environment. 
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‘The Children’s Books: An Inside Story’ is an important book at this 
juncture. In recent times there have been numerous occasions by 
organizations, colleges and publication houses to offer platforms and 
opportunities for dialogue through conferences, workshops and articles. 
This book brings in different discourses on children’s literature on one 
platform. Secondly, the book has a wider arch by including not only 
the discourses on various aspects of children’s literature like content 
and illustrations but also its related domains like publishing, literacy 
pedagogy and social and educational initiatives like library movements. 
The book’s focus is to capture the major shifts, contemporary trends and 
the dialogues in the field which has been shaping the present landscape 
of children’s literature in India. It traces the key movements of the various 
aspects of children’s literature from post-colonial times to present time. 
However, a more nuanced discussion on these aspects could have better 
highlighted the complex trajectory of children’s literature, making the 
book more valuable. Nevertheless, anyone having academic interest in 
the field of children’s literature will find this book useful. 

The essays in the book have been divided into four sections; 
Understanding the Terrain: Children’s Literature in India; The Moving 
Landscape: Looking at Books; Uneven Grounds: Issues in Children’s 
Literature; and As You Sow: Using Books with Children, each focusing 
on different aspects of the trajectory of children’s literature, tracing its 
journey and identifying key shift from oral performing traditions of 
storytelling to the present-day literature.

Looking back, one of the most crucial shifts in the complex journey which 
has been talked about is the shift from oral tradition of storytelling and 
performing arts to its written form. Deepa Kiran gives a lucid description 
of the field of performing arts of storytelling, its diverse richness, strength, 
transformation and hybridisation into the print form. The hybridisation 
from oral to print turned out to be moving from complex and diverse 
oral stories to linear, simplistic and highly moralistic stories. Sivananda 
presents a nuanced understanding of the responsible socio-political 
causes of this shift towards writing unidimensional moralistic stories, the 
impact of which is still seen in much of present literature. Along with it, 
he brings clarity in understanding the constraints of hybridisation from 
oral story tradition into print. The inability of print media in capturing 
the fluidity, complexity and diversity of the oral stories reduced it to 
linear, simplistic and moralistic stories. Such ‘retelling’ of folk stories 
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can be found in abundance, mostly in textbooks and readers which are 
devoid of any literary merits. 

Talking of publishing, Menon presents major trends in the publishing 
domain. She shares a few eye-opening pieces of data regarding the 
reader’s preferred language for reading giving us better understanding 
of our readers. The findings hold special significance for a multilingual 
society like ours which is more biased towards English. According 
to the sales findings of Pratham and Tulika, two major multilingual 
publications and the data from National Youth Readership Survey, 
there is greater market demand for books in Indian languages as 
compared to those in English. For both urban and rural readers Hindi 
is the most preferred language for reading. The data gives a lot to reflect 
upon and make sense of, especially for publication houses. Maybe the 
data also tells us about reading, close association of language with the 
purposes of reading and the reader. It is understandable that the reality 
of publishing is much more complex, and it could have been explored 
further. However, most importantly, the data reflects growing demand 
for good original writings in Indian languages. If so, then it has the 
potential to be more inclusive in its representation and will have greater 
opportunities to tell different stories in different languages. 

As the concern for having writings in diverse voices is echoed 
throughout the book, it is pertinent to look at the role that translation 
can play in this context. The essay on translation offers the vignette 
to understand translation as translating cultures and its nuances. One 
can not overlook the crucial role translation plays in mediating cross-
cultural understanding, circumventing the risk of reading patronising, 
superficial and stereotyped portrayal of others’ lives. A good translation 
gives us an opportunity to experience the authentic realities of other 
cultures with all their complexities and values in their own voice. 
However, the new language must be able to carry the nuances of the 
other culture seamlessly. In the multilingual context of India, translation 
can play an immensely important role especially in the context of cross-
cultural appreciation and accessibility. This also brings us to the issue of 
transliteration with scant sensitivity to either of the cultures and to the 
sound of each of these languages.

Another important highlight which requires deeper engagement is the 
impact of social media deluge on children’s literature and publishing 
trends as mentioned by Menon. Post-Covid, growth and reach of 
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technology and social media has been exponential. The unprecedented 
situation threw up unprecedented challenges of accessibility, physical 
proximity and freedom of movement. In such a context, as rightly pointed 
out, Pratham’s open access digital platform ‘Story weaver’ has been a 
game changer in many ways. However, it needs closer examination. In 
a country like ours where access to books and affordability is still a 
great challenge Pratham used the boundless reach of social media to 
increase its reach. Being a multilingual publisher, it is not only making 
books available to anybody with a device but also making it available 
in their own languages. The platform along with readers is also open to 
writers and translators, to write and edit. However, what is worrisome 
is that despite some good titles, due to sheer volume and open access, 
the risk of poor, unimaginative writing, illustration and translation will 
go unchecked. Situations like these have no easy solution but it merits 
deeper debate on it. 

The growing demand for books in other Indian languages reflects the 
need to shift the focus from dominant languages to different languages 
and diverse voices. Balsavar points towards the growing discussion on 
the need for illustrators to be sensitive to the portrayal of marginalised 
groups and to be conscious to not let their biases creep in. The increasing 
concern for ‘cultural and identity authenticity’ in children’s literature 
is a global debate. Based on research, the debate is more conclusive in 
this regard (Zapta et al., 2024). They argue that the insider’s knowledge 
and their lived experience brings in nuances which are more relatable to 
children having the same group identity. Secondly, giving space to their 
voices presents a counternarrative to their stereotypical representation 
by the dominant group (Zapta et al., 2024). ‘Jacintha’s Diary’ by Jacintha 
Kerketta is a recent example of authentic insider’s voice in children’s 
literature. It is argued that the concern is not merely about the absence 
of authentic voices, but their problematic representation should be seen 
as an act of violence on the members of marginalised groups. As in text, 
interpretation is also about what the reader brings to the illustration. 
Padmanabhan’s encounter with the biases of reader is such an example 
where the reader/viewer has projected meaning to something which is 
not there.

The need for inclusivity is a recurrent concern which comes across 
strongly in the book. Biswas looks deeper into it and contextualises the 
problem of representation into the broader framework of representation 
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of childhood and children. She questions the basic assumption that these 
portrayals have about children as naïve and innocent. Under the cloak 
of naivety and innocence it is easier to hide the uncomfortable topic 
of sexuality. Drawing on Kumar’s views on diversity (Kumar, 2016), 
she asks relevant questions on representation of children in literature, 
‘Whose childhood? Whose story? And in whose language?’ With 
representation also comes the problem of stereotyped representation of 
children based on gender, caste, culture and class. Though these debates 
have been there for some time, the change is slow. 

The essay which necessitates special mention is ‘Books for Children 
with Special Needs’ for including the requirements of the special needs 
children in the mainstream discourse on children’s literature. Jacob & 
Antony tell us about the initiatives taken to make text and illustrations 
accessible and pleasurable to special children having different needs. 
The initiatives taken reflect a deep understanding of the needs of special 
children and passion to look for ways to solve it. 

The editors early on have cautioned what this book is not. Looking at 
the voluminous book it is understandable that one must draw a line 
somewhere. However, there are a few observations regarding what I 
missed while going through the book. I will briefly mention these. A 
separate chapter on the historical context of children’s literature would 
have given greater clarity in understanding the major shifts in the light 
of prevailing socio-political context. Additionally, it could have given 
more space to delve deeper into the role of institutions like CBT and 
NBT and the earlier publications like Chandamama and Amar Chitra 
Katha, which has been repeatedly talked about. Second, the journey of 
literary language in children’s literature deserved attention, looking 
at shifts, changes and experiments in language over past few decades. 
There is only a brief mention of language where Pinto points at the 
absence of Indian English in English books for children. Third, children’s 
magazines are a significant part of children’s literature. Magazines such 
as Chandamama, Target, Chakmak and Pluto, to name a few, have kept the 
pleasures of reading alive for many children. Four, Shivanand’s analysis 
of poetry is too limited in its scope. Rich genres like poetry warranted 
much wider and extensive analysis. 
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