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Chapter 5

Mommy and Daddy Were Married,
and Other Creation Myths in
Children’s Books About Sex

Brett L. Lunceford

The one question that a child can ask to strike fear into the hearts of his or her
parents is a simple one to which all parents actually know the answer: “Where
do babies come from?” From the parent’s perspective, this question—ifraught
with peril and fear—is so ubiquitous that it’s simply known as “the talk.”
Parental trepidation comes from a host of issues, including concerns over
what is age-appropriate information for young children, general squeamish-
ness around discussions of reproduction, and deeply held taboos over sexual-
ity in American culture. Janice Irvine observes that “since the earliest calls
for sex education in the public schools at the turn of the twentieth century,
the phantasm of the innocent child being dangerously stimulated by sexual
talk has provoked controversy and fueled efforts to regulate or silence sexual
speech with children.”! But if there is a perception that the child is completely
asexual, this is not upheld by research into children’s behavior. Scholars have
noted that even very young children (those in preschool) sometimes engage in
some forms of sexual play, although this is usually limited to curiosity about
their own genitalia and the bodies of others.? This runs contrary to Marsha
Heiman and her colleagues’ description of how “remnants of a romanticized
image of children as innocent and pure, and thercfore, devoid of any sexual
desires, arousal, or erotic interests remain deeply embedded within the culture
and the psyche.” Still, these perceptions of the innocent child shape parental
expectations and parents sometimes agonize over how much information to
provide and, if possible, try to dodge the subject, kicking the can down the
road for another time. Others turn to children’s books to help explain the
intricacies of human reproduction, or at least the birds and the bees.
Children’s literature is an important means of socialization into society as a
whole and particular ways of seeing gender. This socialization into gender is
significant because, as Judith Butler observes, “we regularly punish those who
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fail to do their gender right.™ Books can be a powerful means of socialization;
thus children’s books are always rhetorical artifacts. As Peter Hunt explains,
children’s books “are overtly important educationally and commercially—
with consequences across the culture, from language (o politics: most adults,
and almost certainly the vast majority of those in positions of power and
influence, read children’s books as children, and it is inconceivable that the
ideologies permeating those books had no influence on their development.”
To put it another way, what is learned in the cradle is taken to the grave.

In this chapter, I will consider how children’s books about reproduction
function rhetorically. As Edwin Black observes, in any rhetorical discourse,
there is not only an imperative to do something, but to become something,
stating that “the critic can see in the auditor implied by a discourse a model of
what the rhetor would have his real auditor become.”® For Black, this implied
ideal auditor, for whom the discourse is designed, can also be linked to a par-
ticular ideology.” As such, it is of prime importance to uncover the unspoken
ideologies within children’s books that discuss sexuality and reproduction in
order to understand what these books would have children become. T argue
that these texts do much more than simply describe the “facts of life” in the
colloquial sense. Rather, they explain the facts of life in an ideological sense,
prescribing gender roles and norms and establishing value judgments con-
cerning gender and sexuality. This cultural education that takes place through
children’s literature is important to examine because, as William Friedrich
and Sarah Trane make clear, “children acquire social and cultural roles very
early in life. These rules include sexuality, and children learn at young ages
that some types of behavior are meant to occur in private settings, if at all.
They learn these rules via modeling, shaping reactions from adults and oth-
ers around them, as well as language used to describe behaviors as accept-
able or not.”® Children’s literature does much more than educate readers on
the mechanics of sex; it also proposes a framework through which children
should view sex and reproduction.

Thomas Benson explains that “Rhetoric critics inquire into meaning, not
simply in an artifact but also in the pragmatics of that artifact: that is, in how
a human being can, or did, or should use that artifact.” Put another way,
Stephen Lucas writes, “The benefit of close textual analysis is that it allows
the critic, in essence, to ‘slow down’ the action within the text so as to keep
its evolving internal context in sharp focus and to allow more precise explica-
tion of its rhetorical artistry.”'” The work of the rhetorical critic, then, is to
examine how the text unfolds rhetorically and to illuminate the ideologies and
arguments embedded within it. By closely examining these children’s books,
we can gain greater insight concerning the kind of people that the authors of
these texts would have the readers become and the ideologies and values that
they should hold.

Mommy and Daddy Were Married, and Other Creation Myths o

In this chapter, I examine two specific texts within the genre ol sexual edu-
cation picture books for children, one representative and the other transgres-
sive. The first book is Where Did I Come From? The Facts of Life without Any
Nonsense and with Hlustrations, by Peter Mayle and Arthur Robins.!" I have
chosen this one because it is similar in style and content to other children’s
books on reproduction. Moreover, it has proven a commercial success as it
remains in print and has sold over two million copies. As I examine this text,
I will also reference similar textual features found in other children’s books.

The other text I will examine is Show Me!: A Picture Book of Sex for Chil-
dren and Parents, by Will McBride and Helga Fleischhauer-Hardt. This text
features explicit photographs of sexual intercourse with simple explanations
of sexual anatomy and behavior. Although the text was published for teaching
children about sex, it pushes the boundaries concerning what constitutes chil-
dren’s literature. It is long out of print because of legal challenges, despite the
publisher previously defending it against obscenity charges; Thomas McCor-
mack, president of St. Martin’s Press, the publisher, stated, “I’s the first time
in my memory that a book already judged not to be obscene, libelous, pla-
giaristic or guilty of any other breach accepted as not being protected by the
First Amendment is nevertheless suppressed by court order.”'* Yet despite the
stark stylistic differences between these two texts, they share commonalities,
which I will explore in this chapter.

WHERE DID I COME FROM?: THE FACTS OF LIFE WITHOUT
ANY NONSENSE AND WITH ILLUSTRATIONS

Where Did I Come From?, like many others in the genre of sexual education
picture books for children, resorts to cartoonish figures in order to depict body
differences, in this case using two rubenesque figures that, while anatomically
correct, are rather goofy looking. This strategy seems to be a common one in
these kinds of texts. For example, What's the Big Secret? also has cartoonish
images that provide both internal and external views of the sexual organs."
However, Where Did I Come From? lacks any information on internal organs
and only shows frontal views of cartoonish genitals. Where Did I Come
From? is also quite heavy on text, in some cases having entire pages of text
with a picture facing the opposite page."

Textual Descriptions of Sexuality

Where Did 1 Come From? provides an accurate description of intercourse,
and even alludes to the process of orgasm: “When the man and the woman
have been wriggling so hard that you think they’re both going to pop, they
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nearly do just that. All the rubbing up and down that's been going on ends in
a big lovely shiver for both of them.”" However, the description ol orgasm

in Where Did I Come From? perpetuates some myths of love and sex. First of

all, the woman has an orgasm. Raymond Rosen notes that “sexual dysfunc-
tions are highly prevalent, affecting about 43% ol women and 31% of men
overall.”'® Moreover, Laura Carpenter, Constance Nathanson, and Young
Kim observe that “many women require manual or oral clitoral stimulation,
instead of, or in addition to, vaginal intercourse to achieve orgasm” and
Ridwan Shabsigh reports that “between 30% to 40% of women are unable
to achieve orgasm without concurrent clitoral stimulation or through coitus
alone.”" Second, the orgasm is implied to be simultaneous, which taps into
a mythic sexual script that persists across many media and genres.' Such
depictions may promote unrealistic expectations of sexual behavior for both
boys and girls, who may wonder what is wrong with their bodies—or the
bodies of their partners—when their experiences do not measure up to these
depictions.

Where Did I Come From? is heavy on figurative language, such as describ-
ing orgasm as the pleasure experienced in a sneeze and describing sexual
thrusting as wriggling, which makes sense when the audience for the book
has not experienced sexual intercourse. Other books take a more clinical
approach in describing sex. How Was I Born? states, “Inside the mother’s
belly are tiny eggs. In the father’s testicles are sperm, which are even smaller.
For a new baby to start growing, an egg and a sperm have to meet. They do
this when the mother and father have intercourse. This means that the father
puts his penis inside the mother’s vagina and many sperm come out through
his penis.”"” However, it is useful to note here that How Was I Born? was
originally published in Sweden, where taboos surrounding discussions of sex-
uality may be less pronounced, and this cultural difference is likely reflected
in their children’s literature.? Made With Love also provides an adequate
description of sexual intercourse: “The dad and the mum hold each other
close so the dad’s penis can fit into the mum’s vagina. The sperm come out
of the penis into the vagina.”>' What's the Big Secret? combines an impartial
description of intercourse—“Usually the sperm and egg meet during sexual
intercourse, when a man and a woman fit his penis into her vagina”—with the
assumption of love—*It feels wonderful to share this special closeness when
you love someone.”*

Where Did I Come From? reinforces the idea that the child was brought
into a family by a loving mother and father: “The man loves the woman.
So he gives her a kiss. And she gives him a kiss.”** After describing the man
gelting an erection, they continue, “By this time, the man wants to get as
close to the woman as he can, because he’s feeling very loving to her. And
to get really close, the best thing he can do is lic on top of her and put his
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penis inside her, into her vagina.*" Where Did 1 Come I'rom? explains that
“It’s called making love because it all starts with the man and the woman
loving cach other.™ Other children’s books take a similar approach in con-
necting love and sexuality. For example, Made with Love explains, “When a
dad and a mum love each other and want (o make a baby, they make love.
This is also called having sex.”*

But there is more here than just the statement that they love each other.
In Where Did I Come From? the locus of desire is firmly on the man; the
woman’s contribution to the transaction is a mere kiss. This is a reflection
of how we view femininity generally and feminine sexuality specifically.
As Emily Martin observes, “In our cultural tradition, passivity is a quintes-
sential female attribute, activity a male one.”*” In fact, Martin notes, such
descriptions are present in scientific books that describe the egg as “large and
passive” and the sperm as “invariably active.”® Lissa Paul notes that this is
evident in children’s literature as well: “The female reproductive system is
described in terms that underscore the idea of women as lazy, sedentary, and
wasteful—as just waiting, in contrast to those marvelous, energetic, active
little sperm eagerly moving along doing their important thing.”* We can see
this in Where Did 1 Come From? when they write, “after a while, the man’s
penis becomes stiff and hard, and much bigger than it usually is. It gets bigger
because it has lots of work to do.”*

In addition to the notion that reproduction takes place between two people
who love each other, there is also the notion that the child is loved and
desired. In Where Did I Come From? the book concludes with “You may
think it sounds like a lot of hard work for such a little person. . . . It was all
done for you.¥ Others take a similar approach. Made With Love features an
illustration of a couple in bed facing each other and holding hands with the
caption, “T wonder if we’ve made a baby? I hope so.”* Later, the couple in
the book states, “We loved you very much from the moment we saw you. And
we always will!” In How Did God Make Me? the child asks, “Did you love
me when I was so small.” and receives the reply, “Oh yes. Daddy and I loved
you. God made you special right from the start.”’* Although this can be reas-
suring for the child, it may not be consistent with his or her reality. There are
children that do not come into a family that wanted them; these books ignore
this reality. T am not arguing that children’s books on reproduction is the place
to describe this reality, only that these books portray a very specific kind of
sexuality and thus reinforce the idea that sex equals reproduction and that this
reproduction is welcome.™

At some point, the metaphoric language and focus on love obscures cer-
tain realitics of reproduction. For example, even the process of fertilization
is sometimes placed in romantic terms in Where Did I Come From?: “If a
single sperm meets one single egg, they have a romance of their own.” In a
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biological sense, however, what takes place during the process of fertilization
involves hundreds of sperm working (o break down the defenses of the cgg

(which is an active participant in the interaction), As such, the metaphor of

romance between one sperm and one egg does more (0 reflect cultural values
regarding human relationships than it does (o accuraltely reflect a biological
process.”’

One aspect in which Where Did I Come From? excels is in its technical
terminology for anatomy. They chose to do so in a way that brings a light-
hearted feel to it, such as its explanation that the woman “has a little opening
called a vagina (it rhymes with Carolina).” In other books there seems to
be a taboo on the words “penis” and “vagina.” These books explain that the
sperm transfers from the man’s body into the woman’s body while ignoring
the means by which it arrives there. For example, Inside Mom provides a
diagram of a woman’s reproductive system; the arrow pointing to the vagina
carries the caption, “vagina, where father puts the sperm.”* Using the term
“father,” rather than the more neutral terms “man” or “male,” reinforces the
family-building ends of sexuality, which is consistent with other children’s
books on reproduction. However, in Inside Mom there is no discussion of
sexual intercourse and the word penis is never mentioned in the book; there
is also no accompanying diagram of the male reproductive system. As such,
a child would be hard pressed to explain exactly how the father put the sperm
in the mother’s vagina. How Are Babies Made? explains that “a tiny sperm
from the man’s body has to join up with a little egg from the woman’s body,”
yet likewise neglects to explain how the two come together.” Rather than
using the term vagina, they explain that “the baby squeezes out of the open-
ing between the mother’s legs.™* How Did God Make Me? likewise eschews
the terms penis and vagina, although they do use the term “birth canal” and
“uterus.”" As such, Where Did I Come From? is exceptional in its textual
descriptions of sexual anatomy.

VISUAL DEPICTIONS OF SEXUALITY

In children’s literature, visual representations of concepts are of considerable
importance. Margaret Higonnet suggests that “As critics, we tend to privilege
verbal narratives, but we need to keep in mind as well the different powers
of visual narrative. . . . Visual narratives are more immediately accessible to
preverbal and preliterate children.” Thus it is illustrative to consider how
sexuality is depicted in these texts. Where sexual intercourse is depicted, the
missionary position is subtly portrayed as the norm. As noted above, Where
Did I Come From? explains, “To get really close, the best thing he can do
is lic on top of her and put his penis inside her, into her vagina.”** One can
see the interplay of text and image in this instance, as the man is depicted on

et
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top of the woman. As Perry Nodelman observes, “Without a text to complete
it, ... people tend even to misinterpret the visual information in these pic-
tures in ways that reveal how fragmentary that information is.™* The image
reinforces the sexual norm as the text declares that it is the “best thing he can
do.” Made With Love also visually depicts a man and a woman in the male
superior position, reinforcing this norm."

There 18, of course, nothing inherently wrong with male superior sex posi-
tions, but the singular reliance on such imagery subtly reinforces the passive
role of the female in sexuality described above. For example, Where Did
I Come From? states in their description of orgasm, “At the same time, a spurt
ol quite sticky stuff comes from the end of the man’s penis and this goes into
the woman’s vagina. Well, believe it or not, this sticky stuff is how you and
I and all of us started.”** Semen, according to this narrative, is the genesis of
the human race, rather than the egg. The imagery reinforces the primacy of
the sperm and the passivity of the egg in this narrative. The sperm is depicted
holding a rose and wearing a top hat and bow tie holding onto a red heart
with the other hand. The caption reads, “How could an egg resist a sperm like
this?”"” However, the egg is not depicted at all in the image, nor anywhere
else in the book—only the sperm. In short, the woman’s contribution to con-
ception is erased in the images, existing only in the text.

It seems that the authors made a conscious effort to make all of the images
as cartoonish as possible. Perhaps this is to avoid accusations of salacious-
ness, but they take it to an extreme. The man is short, balding, overweight,
and has bulging eyes at the top of his head. The woman fares only slightly
better. This artistic strategy may make the subject matter slightly less threat-
ening for the parents and children, but it leads to some omissions; one arca
where the visuals are lacking is in female anatomy. A child reading this book
would likely have little conception of how a baby would come out of the
woman’s body. The text states, “What the mother has to do is push the baby
out through the opening between her legs,” but nowhere in the book is this
opening shown.”® The accompanying images regarding childbirth involve
depictions of the fetus in the womb, with the last panel showing the opened
cervix from the side view. As such, the artistic strategy in some cases detracts
from the educational purpose of the book. Such a lack is also problematic in
a culture where even “women are often ignorant about their genitals and their
functions.” Omitting depictions of childbirth as it actually occurs through
the vaginal orifice also reinforces taboos surrounding the female body.

Show Me!: A Picture Book of Sex for Children and Parents

Peter Hunt defines children’s literature “in terms of the implied reader.
It will be clear, from a careful reading, who a book is designed for: whether
the book is on the side of the child totally, whether it is for the developing
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child, or whether it is aiming somewhere over the child's head.”™ The issue
is both more complex and heightened when addressing age appropriateness

of sexual imagery and content. One may rightfully question the wisdom of
handing a child a copy of a pornographic magazine like Hustler as a form of

sexual education, in addition to or separate from its graphic sexual content,
because of the sexual attitudes revealed within the text.’! The issue is more
vexing in the case of Show Me! From a visual perspective, Show Me! pushes
the envelope concerning what constitutes children’s literature. The graphic
depictions of sexual activity are particularly jarring when juxtaposed against
the childish language of the text and the images of the young narrators. But
this is not only children’s literature; from the authors’ perspective, there are
two interconnected audiences—the parents and the children—with the main
text geared toward the children and the afterword describing strategies for
using the text.

Because of its frank sexual content, Show Me! was challenged repeatedly.
The New York Times reported that “In two pre-trial hearings and an actual
trial in New Hampshire, judges ruled that as a matter of law the book was
not obscene,” but that in light of a 1982 law that “prohibits the produc-
tion and the sale of such films and photographs, applies whether or not the
material itself meets the legal test of obscenity,” the publisher, St. Martin’s
Press, decided to stop producing the book.” The book is still causing con-
troversy. In 2006, a man was charged for possession of child pornography
when his house was searched, but the judge found the defendant not guilty
because the book “was published three years before anti-pornography laws
existed.” Even though it is fairly common to see children’s books chal-
lenged and banned, it seems clear that we are not dealing with a typical
children’s book.

TEXTUAL DESCRIPTIONS OF SEXUALITY

In contrast to the wordiness of Where Did I Come From?, Show Me! takes a
much more stripped down approach to the text, letting the images do much
of the educational work. The text is framed as a dialogue between two chil-
dren—a boy and a girl who seem to be about five years old—who provide
commentary on the sexual behavior playing out before them. There are also
various interruptions and asides from others, including the parents of the
children, but the main commentary belongs to the children. The commentary
is simple, with only a few words on each page, leading to a rather long book.
Even so, the narrative seems a bit forced and outside of the realm of five-ycar-
old vocabulary. For example, one child says “she has an ORGASM then,”
with the other replying “that’s BEAUTIFUL.”>*
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Although the images seem shocking, the ideology put forth in Show Me!
shines through in the text. The older adults are depicted by McBride and
Fleischhauer-Hardt as stodgy and unenlightened, with grimacing faces and

comments such as “Obscene,”™ “Disgusting,”™ and “This has to STOP!™
in response to the sexual acts playing out on the page. The children, on the
other hand, respond “What an old crab! And just ‘cause those two are in love
and making out with each other, and because she’s kissing his penis.”®* Later
on in the book, the older man is depicted with the caption, “DREADFUL,
the things they tell children these days,” yet he has already been held up for
ridicule by the laughing children. The implicit message is that the author of
the book knows best (even better than the child’s own parents) and that any-
one opposing such instruction is simply too old fashioned and unenlightened.

In the afterword of the book, McBride and Fleischhauer-Hardt state that
“This book is aimed at open-minded people who are prepared to rethink
and perhaps even question their own attitude to human sexuality.”® Yet they
are rather naive when they assert that “in no way can looking at the pictures
damage a child, even if he or she does not yet understand them.”® Thus, they
both embrace the potential influence of the book while denying that the influ-
ence may be negative or even have unintended consequences. For example,
few would propose normalizing sexual relations between adolescents and
prepubescent children, but there are two images that depict just such an act.”
As such, the text reinforces a commitment to the kinds of sexual freedom
found in the images and a desire to change social norms to reflect this vision.

Visual Depictions of Sexuality

The constraints on children’s books are especially apparent when one
encounters a text that transgresses the norms of the genre. First of all, Show
Me! is much longer than a traditional children’s book. Even so, it is written in
such a way that it seems geared toward children. But far more important than
the structural differences are the differences in content, specifically its stark
depictions of sexual behavior. Show Me! features naked children and adoles-
cents throughout and depicts adolescent sex acts in graphic detail, including
both male and female masturbation, fellatio, cunnilingus, and sexual inter-
course with a full centerfold close-up shot of penetration. Some images seem
to be more along the lines of what would now be considered child pornog-
raphy,® with images of a boy with an erection touching an adolescent girl’s
breasts and the caption “When I touch your breasts my penis gets all stif e
and one with the girl laying next to the boy holding his penis and the caption
“I’s fun holding on to your penis,” and the boy replying, “I think it’s FUN
£00.”%5 The couple depicted engaging in penile-vaginal intercourse seem to be
adolescents as well.%
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In Where Did I Come From?, (he anatomy depictions were cartoonish and
vague. In fact, one would have litle understanding of the female anatomy from
reading the book. In contrast, Show Me! features rather graphic photographs
of anatomy, sexual touching, and intercourse. For example, a girl’s vulva is
displayed from behind with the caption “I think my VULVA’S much nicer
than your PENIS,”¢7 although such an image is troubling because the pose
is standard fare in traditional pornography. Another image has a boy with an
crection and the caption, “When my penis is stiff it FEELS GREAT.”® This
is all consistent with the book’s mission to provide “an explicit and realistic
presentation of sex.’®

The story, if we can call it that, shifts quickly to conception and child-

birth. However, the erotic nature of the sexual act is disconnected from the
reproductive aspect. The book moves directly from intercourse to a pregnant
woman, does little to make the connection between the two events explicit.
In the text directed toward parents in the back of the book, there is discus-
sion of conception and pregnancy, but this is of little use to the children who
may read the book on their own. The child reading the book is left to deduce
the connection enthymematically. It is not until the final pages when the boy
states, “as a grown up I want to be a FATHER,” and the girl replies “and
[ a MOTHER,”” that we see this clear connection. Moreover, for all of its
superrealism in regard to sex, Show Me! glosses over the pain of childbirth:
“Sometimes it hurts a lot, because her vagina has to stretch all the way open
80 the baby can get out. But pretty soon it’s all over. . . . The baby’s come,
it doesn’t hurt any more. The mother’s VERY HAPPY""" Yet the images
show only the woman’s face, grimacing in pain and then smiling. This child
is not present in the image for his or her birth. Other children’s books like-
wise romanticize the pain of childbirth, as in this passage from Inside Mom:
“Perhaps you have read a story or seen a film where the heroine gives birth,
writing in pain and agony, and sometimes dying in the attempt. It’s true child-
birth can be painful, but most films and books are produced by people with
no actual experience. The pain of childbirth is special too, because it’s not the
pain of illness and there will be something to show for it at the end. . . . Any-
way, the pain of childbirth is pushed aside by joy, and forgotten completely.””
As with Where Did I Come From?, the baby is desired. “A whole new lifc has
started and the baby has a mother and a father he can rely on, and THAT’S
THE MAIN THING.””

On the surface, Show Me! seems to break most of the rules of children’s
literature, such that it could hardly be called a children’s book, despite the fact
that it was ostensibly written for children. But examining it a bit closer reveals
some similarities between it and other children’s books about reproduction.
Perhaps part of this comes from the content itself. The mechanics of sex are
fairly straightforward if one is talking about a typical heterosexual sex act
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aimed at reproduction: insert Tab A into Slot B; repeat until ejaculation luk%‘,s
place. Where Did I Come From? glosses over this part, choosing to explain
it in figurative language while obscuring the visuals of lIA]L," act, but Show Me.{
glosses over what happens aflterward, giving short shrift to the process (_)1
conception. Each book tries to write in a child-friendly way and each tries, in
its own manner, to normalize the sex act. Finally, cach makes the tie between
love and sex explicit and even the desirability of the child. Some have sug-
gested that Show Me! is not quite as change-oriented as it appears; thz D H.
Sauerteig argues that “In many ways, Show Me! represented svexuz'lhl.y in an
open and very positive and joyful way involving plcz?surc and fun; its images
gave the book a progressive attitude towards sexuality, acknovyledglpg chil-
dren’s sexuality and encouraging them to sexually explore their bodies. But
a closer reading reveals another layer of a rather traditional attitude toward
gender roles.”™ Sauerteig explains that the prime goal of the book appears
to be socializing boys into fatherhood and girls into motherhood..75 Where
Show Me! departs from the other books is in its ideological commlt.ment to
sexual freedom, but the ends to that freedom remain the same as in other
books—parenthood.

WHY DO THESE BOOKS MATTER?

Children’s literature tells us much about a society’s perception of childhood.
Beliefs concerning what constitutes appropriate behavior for boys and girls
are reinscribed through children’s literature; as Amanda Diekman and Sarah
Murnen state, “The books that a culture offers children both reflect and per-
petuate existing social conditions.””® One can see this especially in the case
of children’s books on sex. Paul argues that “Until recently, there has been
only one exception to the ‘instruct and delight’ rule of children’s literature:
books on sex education. Sex education is not about delight. Or toys. Only
instruction—and the more clinical the better.””” By taking a clinical approach,
it seems, one can attempt to remove the eroticism from sexuality by reducing
it to a biological function akin to eating or defecation. However, this does not
seem to be the case in the books I examined. Rather, there is a heavy under-
current of love and emotion displayed in these texts and an openness to the
eroticism found within sexual behavior. The sex act itself is still portrayed in
a rather traditional manner in both of these texts, describing a very specific
kind of sex; this kind of sex takes place between two people who love each

other and have the desire to create a child. These texts deny the possibility of

same sex parents, single parents, or adoptive parents. In essence, the sex act is
ameans to an end—procreation. Although cach alludes to the pleasure of sex,
the eroticism is the act is sublimated in the end result. Thus, even attempts
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to create a radical sexual educati such as S
a r sexual education book, such as Show Me!, do not stray far

from the dominant ideology.

These chls also have much (o say about the roles males and females ought
to play within society. Such socialization has been a concern for ll]();c wim
study children’s literature: Elizabeth Segel argues that “our mosi dil'ﬁci‘ull but
nonetheless essential task concerns those who call for a return (o restrictive
sex roles in books and in life. We need to reassure them that wider optkions for
girls and boys are not incompatible with a stable and nurturing family li[ie G
To that end, Segel suggests that “we need to let publishers know that the c.all
for nonstcrcolyped malerial wasn’t a passing fad, that we sti]l seek books
that depict varied sex roles and a balanced representation of female and malf;
cha-ractcrs and experience; we still object to books that restrict children’s
options on the basis of gender.”” In these books, we can see some hints conl
cerning sex roles. For example, Where Did I Come From? subtly propagates
[h.c notion that the man is the desiring party in the sexual interactiongana
reinforces the ideal of the passive woman.

Stil.l, there seems to be a general uneasiness with the mechanics of sexual
hchuymr, and examining the differences between Where Did I Come fmmc ?
and Show Me! illustrates how and, potentially, why children’s books abou.t
rgpmduction often opt for cuteness over accuracy. In Where Did 1 Come
From?, the sex act is depicted mostly beneath the covers. It seems that thefe
should be some middle ground between this strategy and the cent;:rfold with
a close-up of penetration found in Show Me!. However, this is unlikely to
happcn so long as parents shy away from any discussion addressing @cxual;
ity. Although it may be uncomfortable to discuss sexuality with one:q chil-
dr'cn, abdicating that responsibility will not make it any less likely lhz;t the
wa learn about sex—whether that information is correct or not.® Sociela}ll
a.ttnludc"s concerning the purity of children help to explain why pér'enls some-
.umes fight to shield their children from any information conceming‘s‘ckual-
ity, regardless of its accuracy or sensitivity in conveying the informati ;m For
cxan'ipyle, parents in Hammond, Indiana picketed a public library for carr.yin y
A Klfl s First Book About Sex by Joani Blank in its collection.®! Thus chil%
drq] s literature carries with it particular constraints concerning what c,an be
written, especially in the realm of sexual information. In somc’wayq’ adults
seem Fo adopt what media effects scholars refer to as the “1hird—person‘v ,effect
in which individuals perceive that others will be more affected b;/ medialc—:’d
me§sage:s‘ than themselves. Richard Perloff writes, “The ‘third person’ term
derives from the expectation that a message will not have its greatest influ-
ence on ‘me’ (the grammatical first person), or ‘you’ (the second person), but
on ‘icm"mthe third persons. Individuals may overestimate the impact’that
media messages exert on others, underestimate media effects on thé self, or
both.”™ In this case, third-person status is always bestowed upon cf;ildr,cn;

.
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they are viewed as oo suggestible and “not ready™ for such prurient material
as the mechanices of sexual reproduction.

Sexuality is an essential part of life and, in Western culture, it is surrounded
by a considerable wall of taboos and imperatives. However, education con-
cerning sexuality is one of the most important roles in parenting and the
desire to outsource instruction concerning sexual matters reveals deeply held
uneasiness with the subject. If one wishes to dodge the “sex talk,” one can
simply give the child a book and have him or her read it. However, this tactic
may prove to be counterproductive. As Michael McGee notes, it is no longer
the speaker who constructs the message, but rather the listener, who pieces
together the message along with prior knowledge, experience, and other
discourses.* The problem with such a state of affairs is that children can be
woefully uninformed in matters of sexuality in ways that go far beyond belief
in a stork.® Thus, one must guide the child in order to avoid the construction
of a confusing pastiche of information and misinformation concerning sex.

Parke Burgess suggests that “the strategies and motives of any rheto-
ric . . . represent an invitation to a life-style, an invitation to adopt a pattern
of strategies and motives, verbal and nonverbal, that determine how men
and women will function together in culture.”® The messages found in these
children’s books are not only descriptive, as in the explanations of genitals
and their function, but also prescriptive, explaining the correct use of sexual
expression. In these texts sexuality is generally performed discreetly in the
bedroom, within the boundaries of marriage (although Show Me! is an excep-
tion in only this aspect) by committed partners that want to procreate. Sex
feels good, the books observe, but it is there to generate life—presumably the
life of the child that is reading the book. In a way, such a message promotes
a kind of underlying narcissism; the sex act was done for the sole purpose
of bringing into the world the very child reading the book. All of the pain,
pleasure, and gestational time took place because the parents knew that they
would welcome that child into the family. However, this is easy to do when
the child is like the one in the book. One must examine not only what is

found within the text, but also what is missing. Through omission the authors
implicitly suggest that those babies that are desired are those that are desir-
able. These texts ignore the potential for children that are mentally disabled,
born with birth defects, born to single or teenage parents, or simply unwanted.
By ignoring those that are born into less than ideal circumstances, they like-
wise suggest that babies born into stable, loving, married relationships are
those babies that are desired.

Kenneth Burke notes that “any selection of reality must, in certain cir-
cumstances, lunction as a deflection of reality.”* These books are not merely
neutral purveyors of information. Rather, they help shape our perceptions
of the world in which we live. Walter Fisher suggests that “recounting and
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accounting for are stories we (el ourselves
meaningful life world.*” These texts hel
sexuality, procreation, parenthood, and the place of the child in the world,
and these books share a remarkable range of similaritics in ideology, if not in
style. As such, these books have important implications for how these chil-
dren will form and manage relationships and raise their own children. The
children’s books that children read help to shape the world in which they will
eventually live.

and cach other (o establish a
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