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Graphic Narration of Children’s Literature and Chinese Children’s Visual Practice

ZHU Zigiang, DONG Ming
(College of Liberal Arts, Journalism and Communication, Ocean University of China, Qingdao, Shandong, China 266100 )

Abstract: The proposition that “What do Children See?” has persisted throughout human civilization, with its answers implicitly
reflecting the historical evolution of two distinct visual subjects ( children and adults) and their scopic authority. Within traditional
Chinese cultural structures, children’s visual behaviors were systematically disciplined by adult-centric norms, reduced to abstract
cultural symbols or moral metaphors that mirrored the systematic suppression of children’s visual subjectivity to traditional culture. The
emergence of illustrated children’s literature during the late Qing Dynasty marked a profound transformation of traditional visual
hierarchies, not merely reconfiguring the power dynamics between children and visual authority, but more significantly engendering a
modernity-inflected revolution in visual perception. Through systematic examination of visual-textual materials spanning late Qing to
early Republican China—including children’s pictorials and illustrated primers, this research identifies three operative mechanisms
through which the scopic relationships are reconstructed in children’s literature; 1) Its pictorial narratives dismantled adult-centric
perspectives for constructing egalitarian dialogic frameworks; 2) Its visual logics activated repressed ocular desires by aligning with
children’s cognitive patterns; 3) Its media hybridity blurred boundaries between reading and viewing, fostering proactive visual
exploration. Employing interdisciplinary methodologies that synthesize visual culture studies and critical theory, and the analysis reveals
the dual revolutionary significance of these visual praxis. On one hand, they transformed children from observed objects into viewing
subjects, cultivating critical visual literacy through empathic mechanisms; on the other hand, the established paradigms continued
shaping modern children’s literature, forging a Chinese localized path of visual enlightenment.

Key words: Chinese children’s culture; children’s literature; graphic narration; visual practice
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