Why do Children’s Books use Anthropomorphism?
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Children’s books have been around for years, and they exist not only to entertain but to teach our children lessons they will need for life. Not the lessons they teach in school but in emotions, situations, and relationships. The books help children gain a basic understanding of these things without complications from adult relationships; they will learn those as they age. But why do writers and illustrators make their characters animals? Animals and humans are not the same species, so their relationships won't be the same. Over the years, children’s books have continued to add animals. From Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Wind in the Willows to Tove Jansson’s Moomin Trolls to the more modernized The Cat in the Hat, writers have been making little non-human characters and giving them human characteristics for years. But why? And why have they had the illustrations of these characters in their books? What does a frog holding a cigar or a troll yelling “NO!” mean to a child? Through the research and the analysis of these books and the history of anthropomorphism, this essay will explore these questions and look into the early stages of Anthropomorphology.

Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame, published in 1908, is one of the best-known children's books with anthropomorphism. Its story is about friends and their adventures: Mole, Ratty, Badger, and Mr Toad. It mainly follows Mr Toad’s obsession with motorcars and his friend's attempts to keep him safe from himself. The “animal characters are free of ethnicity, race, gender, and age associations” (Manolessou, 2012), which has helped Wind in the Willows become popular. The characters themselves are male and adult, but having them be animals instead of humans has opened the possibility of allowing children to relate to these characters. “The best picture books should have a quality within them that includes the listener or the reader so that they feel a part of the story as well” ( Cook, 2008). By having the characters be animals, Grahame has opened the door to allow children to relate to the characters, as animals are tiny beings just like children. It has also allowed them to relate to any child. Yes, Famous Five and Narnia also have tiny beings going on grand adventures; however, these children have set descriptions and illustrations that portray them as young white boys and girls of specific ages. A young boy may see his personality in, say, young Lucy Pevensie; however, he may struggle to empathise with her due to gender, and its presentation. However, if Lucy is presented as an animal, a rabbit, for example, suddenly, it is easier for the boy to relate to her. The reason for this is that children relate to animals more easily than they relate to people. Children, unlike adults, cannot always express their emotions through speech; if they can, they find difficulty doing so; animals cannot express any words, only body language. This allows the child to connect more easily due to the lack of complexity of the expression: “Deep attachments are developed between children and animals due to emotions, desires, and needs. Unlike adults, these relationships are less complex to navigate than adult attachments.” (Singer,1975). While the book’s anthropomorphism is shown through Grahame’s descriptions of the character's body language and their vocal expressions, the illustrations done by E.H. Shepard are what truly allows children to relate to the characters.
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Fig.1: Wind in the Willows Front Cover and Spine
E.H. Shepard is an English illustrator best known for his illustrations in Winnie the Pooh and Wind in the Willow. Shepard's use of line art and body language made his anthropomorphism prolific. “Shepard could draw like a dream” ( Hughs, 2008), and his illustrations helped bring books to life. Through Shepard's work, children can get a visual view of the characters they relate to. Grahame’s words gave children the idea, but the illustrations allowed them to see it. Most children are visual learners, and Shepard’s illustrations gave them that. 
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Fig. 2: Toad Smoking
For example, Figure 2 shows Toad smoking a cigar, and through body language, a viewer can tell that he’s acting in a high-class, snobbish manner, and it's not his face that tells us this. He's speaking loudly, boasting his opinion, with his big old cigar on displacing and gesturing with his other hand. The viewer can imagine from it a large old rich man who’s used to being heard out. “It is often said that we live in an increasingly visual, image-based culture.” (Martin Salisbury and Morag Styles, 2012); we see it all around, from traffic lights in the streets to massive billboards displaying news and adverts, humans' most used method of communication is visual. Before we could communicate, we were painting stories and hunting methods for descendants on cave walls. Before children can communicate verbally, they rely on sight. Using Toad’s illustration in the book, children can understand what is happening even if they can’t yet process the words. They will “find such extraordinary creatures at once incredible and believable, fantastic and familiar” (Manolessou, 2012). Picture books work best because while they will eventually learn words until then, “most typically learners are categorised as visual” (Centre for Educational Neuroscience, 2024)	Comment by Deborah Morris: Take out	Comment by Deborah Morris: Can not	Comment by Deborah Morris: Which one?	Comment by Deborah Morris: Are not

Anthropomorphism does not have to be animals. Anthropomorphism is “the attribution of human characteristics or behaviour to a god, animal, or object.” (Dictionary, 2024). Therefore, while animals are commonly used in The Cat in the Hat and Voices in the Park, there are other ways to create “anthropomorphic characters that would communicate the concept of mimesis through posture and facial expression.” (Manolessou, 2012) than sticking to something children can see in Zoos. Tove Jansson’s Moomins aren’t animals; they are described as trolls and were a story told to Tove as a child by her family as a cautionary tale. Later, Tove would be inspired by the people around her to create these Moomin characters and stories: "The adventurous Moomin family live in their house in Moominvalley and have many adventures with their various friends.” (Moomins, 2024). Tove wrote and illustrated the books and comics herself, and while the writing style is similar to Wind in the Willows, the illustrations are vastly different. 
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Fig. 3: Moomintroll Colour Spread

E.H. Shepard's illustration for Wind in the Willows felt sketchy and relied on body language to portray emotions. Meanwhile, Tove’s illustration has a loose appearance, and she uses body language and facial expressions to convey feelings. Tove’s is straightforward to understand. Children can easily understand the images and story, especially in the comic strips- her book illustrations were more scenery-based than character. Tove’s Moomin’s had the amazing ability to “make the tiny dramas of children’s lives into very exciting stories” (Jones, 2008) as her main cast, Moomin and his friends, are at “that particular age when summers are long, the water warm, and new things are constantly happening” (Jansson, N/A). By having characters experiencing extraordinary fantasy adventures, with the fantasy elements increased with anthropomorphology, with the same view and thought process as the readers, Jansson was able to bring them into her narrative. The anthropomorphic elements increase Tove’s fantasy by detaining them from the real world. Moomins aren’t humans, and even the characters that look human are given different species names, e.g., Snufkin, who is a Mumrik, and Little My, a Mymble.
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Fig. 4: Snufkin
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Fig. 5: Little My
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Fig. 6: Moomintroll and Sniff
In Fig. 6, Moomintroll feels annoyed and determined, and he emanates that in his speech, body, and face. While not the focus, his words express his determination to say no to Sniff. His fists are coiled, showing how his body is tensed, prepared to say his piece and express his annoyance at not being allowed to rest as he wishes. His face is scrunched, eyebrows furrowed, and his mouth wide open in a yell. Children cannot express their negative emotions in a way society deems correct. 
“Children aren’t born knowing how to express their feelings. Instead, when things get stressful, frustrating, or scary, they may demonstrate their emotions by throwing a tantrum, disobeying instructions, or being unwilling to cooperate.” (Aklers, 2020)
Yelling “NO!” is the way some could consider Moomin to be acting out. Children would understand the distress of not doing what they want and getting upset, causing a connection to Moomin as a character. Having Moomin as a small androgynous white troll allows more children to connect to Moomin. Moomin's childlike nature, good and bad, makes him such an entertaining protagonist and relatable character. The lack of adulthood in appearance (Troll) and personality allows the children to understand him better because he has yet to experience the complexities of growing up like them. Navigating relationships and the world around him isn’t his concern right now. It makes no sense to him. He is still learning, just like a child reading about him would be.	Comment by Deborah Morris: Is not

Anthropomorphology has been around for hundreds of years before illustrators started drawing it in children's books. Depictions of gods in various cultures have them appearing as animals or with animal features, which could be a very early version of anthropomorphology. Egypt is known for this. Their god of mummification and the afterlife, Anubis, is depicted as an anthropomorphised jackal. He has a jackal’s head and a human body.
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Fig. 7: Anubis Statute
 The Egyptians “believed a god would adopt the skills, strengths and behaviours of a particular animal which would help them in their godly work.” (RAMM, 2024), and while their anthropomorphology differs from the one we know today, it is anthropomorphology. Egyptians gave their gods attributes of animals to make them more powerful, but they also unintentionally made their gods familiar to them. The god of death is unknown to them, but the human body and a jackal are. They have humanised their gods even though they are still unfamiliar. Anubis is an example of early anthropomorphology before illustrators took it in the more modern approach. The most known illustrator who did this is Sir John Tenniel. Tenniel illustrated Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland, a story about a little girl falling into a mysterious world of strange beings. Carroll’s story was a new unseen thing in children's books, and so was flocked by the public, but Tenniel’s illustrators caught the eye of the children and his fellow and future illustrators. “Illustrators today pay homage to the work of John Tenniel (Now We Are Six, 2008), and these illustrators were especially taken by Tenniel’s illustration of the White Rabbit.
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Fig. 8: White Rabbit 
Tenniel’s illustration of the White rabbit, shown in Fig. 8, is more like the anthropomorphology we see today and was a heavy inspiration for other artists, Beatrix Potter and Peter Rabbit being one of them. The rabbit’s illustration is a perfect example of modern anthropomorphic animals. The way he’s a rabbit, but he’s showing the human characteristic of checking the time and pondering if he has enough of it, one hand behind his back in politeness, an imitation of society's men at the time. His smart shirt and jacket sit comfortably on him with a bit of pudge in the stomach, like an older man who has lived a long, well-fed life. Tenniel’s work set up the bases that other illustrators would expand on and modernise as the decades changed. A more modern anthropomorphic character is The Cat in the Hat. Nowadays, illustrators have various styles to express emotions in their characters. Tenniel and Shepard's styles were similar. They both rely on their line work to express emotion through the animal's body language; Beatrix Potter did the same. Although Jansson had a style that allowed her to use Moomin's expressions, she still had illustrations that relied on line art and the scene itself to show the reader the scene, as seen in Fig 9.
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Fig. 9: Tove Jansson Moomin Illustration
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Fig. 10: The Cat in The Hat
The Cat in the Hate has a more cartoon appearance, as shown in Fig 10. He had a large head, a big mouth, and eyes and eyebrows larger than his nose. An expressive face. This vastly differs from Tenniel and Shepard, whose animals had more animal than human faces. This change has brought a new sense to how children view these characters. It has opened more routes that will allow their creativity to flow and let younger ones relate to the animals as they may yet understand more detailed ones.

In conclusion, children’s books use anthropomorphology to keep the unknown known to children. In these books, where children learn about emotions, situations, and relationships, they explore unknown territories. They don’t know what they are or have a clue about how they work, so they use animals. Using animals gives the children something to grab onto and makes the concept more conclusive to them. They could do this with humans and still can, but when discussing Wind in the Willows, it is explained that children find it easier to relate to animals than humans due to the lack of complexities. Adults are like the concepts being introduced to children in these books to a child; they don’t understand them, and they don’t know why things can't be simple. Animals are understandable. Food time is late, so the cat meows. The child is hungry, so the child makes noise and makes hand movements. They relate to animals and their communication of body language more. Combining a creature with human characteristics allows the cat to make noise and clench its paws. Anthropomorphology is also a visual guide for children; the child can read about the cat clenching its paws, but they understand it better by seeing it. As discussed in Moomins, one of humans' best and earliest forms of communication is visual. In short, anthropomorphology is used in children's books to make impossible concepts seem possible to children and to help guide a child’s understanding of the impossible.

List of Images
Figure1: Amazon (2024) Wing in the Willows Front Cover and Spine. Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Wind-Willows-Kenneth-Grahame/dp/0416169805 	Comment by Deborah Morris: All titles in itallics
(Accessed: 2nd December 2024)
Figure 2: Fritton Lake Woodland Cabin (2022) Toad Smoking. Available at: https://frittonlakewoodlandcabin.co.uk/wind-in-the-willows-eh-shepard/ 
(Accessed: 2nd December 2024)
Figure 3: Vynn Rixon (2024) Moomintroll Colour Spread 
(Accessed: 4th December 2024)
Figure 4: Moomin Fandom (2024) Snufkin. Available at: https://moomin.fandom.com/wiki/Snufkin 
(Accessed: 4th December 2024)
Figure 5: Moomin (2024) Little My. Available at: https://www.moomin.com/en/characters/little-my/ 
(Accessed: 4th December 2024)
Figure 6: Vynn Rixon (2024) Moomintroll and Sniff
(Accessed: 4th December 2024)
Figure 7: The Metropolitan Museum of Art (2024) Anubis Statute. Available at: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/590939 
(Accessed: 5th December 2024)
Figure 8: Project Gutenberg (2024) White Rabbit. Available at: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/114/114-h/114-h.htm#alice02 
(Accessed: 6th December 2024)
Figure 9: Reddit (2016) Tove Jansson Moomin Illustration. Available at: https://www.reddit.com/r/learnart/comments/64fea1/anyone_know_what_tool_tove_jansson_might_have/ 
(Accessed: 6th December 2024)
Figure 10: Dr Seuss Wiki (2024) The Cat in The Hat. Available at: https://seuss.fandom.com/wiki/The_Cat_in_the_Hat 
(Accessed: 6th December 2024)

Bibliography

Bang, M. (2010). Picture this : how pictures work. San Francisco: Chronicle Books. 
(Accessed: 6th  November 2024)
Centre for Educational Neuroscience. (2024). Children have different learning styles. Available at: https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.educationalneuroscience.org.uk%2Fresources%2Fneuromyth-or-neurofact%2Fchildren-have-different-learning-styles%2F&data=05%7C02%7C2305078%40student.uwtsd.ac.uk%7C25411aadbd544268779308dd15405248%7C4e0f11f9046e45059cb8db2152311e21%7C0%7C0%7C638690088195499687%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Ya04CuvgSa6aukCvyDr%2Frl5IMqqMjofgAEp2lc4o1p0%3D&reserved=0  
(Accessed: 5th December) 2024)
Doonan, J. (1993). Looking at pictures in picture books. Stroud: Thimble Press. 
(Accessed: 7th November 2024)
Gravett, P. (2022). Tove Jansson. National Geographic Books. 
(Accessed: 28th October 2024)
Hillside (2020). Why Your Child Is Acting Out & Appropriate Ways To Respond. [online] Hillside. Available at: https://hside.org/reasons-children-act-out/. 
(Accessed: 5th December)
Manolessou, K. (2012). A Practice-based Investigation of Animal Character Development in Picturebook Illustration. (Written exegesis). [PDF] p.218. Available at: file:///C:/Users/Student/Downloads/Manolessou_2012.pdf  
(Accessed: 8th November 2024).
Nodelman, P. (1988). Words about pictures : the narrative art of children’s picture books. Athens, Ga. ; London: University Of Georgia Press. 
(Accessed: 7th November 2024)
Picture Book, Now We Are Six, 02:20 13/11/2008, BBC4, 60 mins. https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand/index.php/prog/00BF9469?bcast=30896790 
(Accessed: 18th October 2024)
RAMM. (n.d.). Egyptian animal god challenge. [online] Available at: https://rammuseum.org.uk/learning/online-learning/ancient-egypt-online-learning/egyptian-animal-god-challenge/. 
(Accessed 29th November 2024)
Salisbury, M. and Styles, M. (2012). CHILDREN’S PICTUREBOOKS : the art of visual storytelling. London: Laurence King Publishing. 
(Accessed: 6th November 2024)
image3.jpeg




image4.png




image5.png




image6.png
FUNNY WORLD WHERE /
YOU CAN'T SLEEP IN NO
YOUR OWN BED! l’





image7.jpeg




image8.png




image9.png




image10.png




image1.jpeg
THE
‘ WIND

IN THE
Hored WILLOWS g,
S Kenneth 2
b Grabame

i

METHUEN





image2.png




