g ’,é ObPA30OBAHHE HAYKA U HHHOBAIIHOHHBIE H/IEH B MHPE I b\ l
2181-

THESIS

From Moral Tales to Modern Fantasy:
The Main Genres of English Children’s
Literature in the 19th and Early 20th Centuries
Sobirova Gulasal Madat gizi
sobirovagulasal4@gmail.com
Introduction
The study of English children’s literature in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
reveals a rich interplay between social expectations, educational ideals, and literary
creativity. During this period, children’s reading was shaped not only by moral and
religious guidance but also by expanding commercial publishing and a growing
recognition of childhood as a distinct stage of life. Early works often aimed to instruct,
reflecting the belief that literature should shape character, while later developments
increasingly valued imagination, play, and emotional experience. Understanding these
changes requires attention to both the genres themselves and the social contexts in
which they flourished.
Moral Tales and Religious Instruction
In the early nineteenth century, moral tales dominated children’s literature. These short
narratives presented clear ethical lessons, emphasizing virtues such as honesty,
diligence, and obedience. Child protagonists were often models of ideal behavior, and
their experiences illustrated the consequences of moral or immoral choices. Religious
tales, closely related to moral narratives, framed childhood as a period of spiritual
development. These works focused on sin, repentance, and salvation, often prioritizing
moral clarity over narrative complexity. Even as literature became more playful later
in the Victorian era, these “improving” genres continued to influence perceptions of
suitable reading, embedding moral instruction into the fabric of children’s literature.

Adventure Fiction and the Robinsonade
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From the mid-Victorian period, adventure fiction gained popularity, reflecting both the
Imaginative needs of young readers and broader cultural ideals. These stories
emphasized courage, endurance, and resourcefulness, often set in exotic locations or
challenging environments. The Robinsonade, a subgenre inspired by Robinson Crusoe,
dramatized self-reliance and ingenuity, aligning with contemporary values of
industriousness, Protestant ethics, and colonial thinking. Adventure fiction offered
children opportunities to explore risk, problem-solving, and personal growth, while
also provoking debate among adults concerned about sensationalism and escapism.
The School Story

The school story became a distinct genre, presenting institutional life as a framework
for social and moral education. These narratives typically followed new pupils
navigating peer hierarchies, friendships, and competitions while learning codes of
honor and loyalty. School stories allowed readers imaginative rehearsal for community
membership and social expectation. While often idealized, some school narratives
revealed cruelty or hypocrisy, gradually expanding in the early twentieth century to
depict more nuanced emotional and social experiences of childhood.

Domestic Realism and the Family Novel

Domestic realism focused on everyday life, family dynamics, and moral development
through ordinary experiences. Often aimed at girls, these narratives explored sibling
relationships, social responsibility, caregiving, and emotional growth. Domestic
realism helped children navigate feelings, understand social roles, and reflect on ethical
choices within familiar settings. While reinforcing some gender norms, the genre also
celebrated agency, intelligence, and ethical decision-making, contributing to a broader
understanding of childhood as a morally and emotionally formative stage.

Fairy Tale, Fantasy, and Nonsense Literature

In contrast to didactic and realist traditions, fairy tales, fantasy, and nonsense literature
offered imaginative freedom. Fairy tales provided symbolic transformation and moral

suggestion without rigid lessons. Fantasy works, such as Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s
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Adventures in Wonderland, emphasized linguistic play, dream logic, and creativity,
challenging the dominance of moral instruction.

Nonsense literature destabilized conventional rules, providing humor, absurdity, and
social critique. These genres expanded the literary possibilities for children,
legitimizing wonder and imaginative exploration as central aspects of reading.
Periodicals, Series Fiction, and Cheap Print

By the late nineteenth century, children’s literature was no longer confined to books.
Periodicals, serialized fiction, and inexpensive publications broadened readership and
created habitual reading cultures. Magazines offered short stories, puzzles, and moral
commentary, while cheap adventure and school stories sparked debates about the value
of juvenile reading. Despite concerns about sensationalism, these publications
democratized access to literature and helped shape modern children’s reading habits,
contributing to the segmentation of literature by age, gender, and social class.

Early Twentieth-Century Shifts and Canon Formation

At the turn of the twentieth century, English children’s literature consolidated genres
while responding to changing cultural and psychological ideas about childhood. This
period is often described as a “golden age” of fantasy, exemplified by enduring works
that combined imaginative storytelling with subtle moral and educational content.
Adventure, domestic realism, and school stories continued to evolve, reflecting
modernity and shifting social expectations. Overall, the early twentieth century
represents both continuity and innovation, as children’s literature balanced instruction
with imaginative freedom, emotional development, and cultural engagement.
Conclusion

The evolution of English children’s literature in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries illustrates a dynamic negotiation between teaching and delight, realism and
fantasy, and social formation and imagination. Genres adapted to cultural, educational,
and commercial pressures while responding to children’s emerging needs for play,

curiosity, and moral guidance. This balance between instruction and creative

@ https://scientific-jl.org/obr <7118} » Buinyck scypnana Ne-86
Yacmov—2_ Aneapp—2026



S STy, '
g ?’é ObPA30OBAHHE HAYKA U HHHOBAIIHOHHBIE H/IEH B MHPE I b\ l
2181-

—

exploration remains a defining feature of children’s literature, highlighting its capacity
to reflect, shape, and expand cultural understanding of childhood.
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