
IWSSH, 2018.
http://paper.ieti.net/ssh/index.html
DOI: 10.6896/IETITSSH.201812_1.0015

114

Reading Children’s literature from the Perspective of Eco-aesthetics

Xiangning Zeng, Xiangliu Chen, Shuang Ren

Department of Foreign Language, Guilin University of Technology

No.12 JianGan Road, Qixing District, Guilin city, Guangxi.

Corresponding Author: 260791776@qq.com

Keywords: eco-aesthetic, Children's literature, The Education of Little Tree.

Abstract. This paper introduces the content of eco-aesthetics and the importance of
eco-aesthetic literacy to adolescents. It interprets the American children's literature
work “The Education of Little Tree” from the nature perspective of the view of
eco-aesthetics, eco-aesthetic lifestyle, and eco-aesthetic attitude. This paper finally puts
forward the significance of reading American children's Literature from the perspective
of eco-aesthetics.

Eco-aesthetics is a kind of aesthetics containing ecological dimension, which includes
not only natural aesthetics but also art and life aesthetics which are above the natural
dimension. Eco-aesthetics is a way of cultivation and behavior habit that every citizen
should develop from childhood. Studying American children's literature from the
perspective of eco-aesthetics will promote the free and harmonious ecological view in
children's spiritual field, cultivate children's eco-aesthetic interest and eco-aesthetic
feeling, so as to equip them with eco-aesthetic abilities such as green reading and
ecological art, elevate their quality and perfect their personality [1]. "The Education of
Little Tree”is a classic American children's literature work written by American writer
Forrest Carter (Forrest Carter, 1925-1979). The Five-Year-old Indian kid, after the
death of his parents, started a new life in the Deep Mountains with his grandparents.
His new life was full of exploration and adventure, laughter and tears, and, of course,
victories and setbacks. His grandparents used Indian way to tell Little Tree the rules of
nature. They do not have much preaching but let Little Trees feel the beauty of nature,
appreciate nature’s gifts to human and learn how to observe the laws of nature, how to
treat animals equally and respect nature through the practice of hunting, brewing,
fishing and so on. Little Tree grew healthily and happily in the mountainous area, but
his life had been questioned by the civilized society. The “natural education" Little
Tree accepted in the mountainous area and the "Curriculum education" esteemed by the
white formed an intense contrast in this novel. The story of Little Tree is simple and
plain, but between the lines is filled with true love, sprinkled with warmth, shining with
the wisdom of eco-aesthetics and enlightening the human mind.

The Natural View of Eco-aesthetics

The core of the natural view of Eco-aesthetics is to appreciate the beauty of nature.
"Natural appearance" is a "shallow layer" of aesthetic characteristic, while "beauty of
expression" and "value of life" belongs to the "deep layer"[1]."The Education of Little
Tree" highlights the " beauty of expression " and " value of life " of nature. Nature is
alive in this work, she is gentle, kind, beautiful and lovely: "Through the whispers and
sighs from the treetops, all the life in the forest seems to wake up"; "murmuring water
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sounded beside us, a mountain stream rolled over the rocks, rested in a small pool for a
while, and continued happily down the river" ;“The Little Tree came, and the wind that
ran between the forest and the treetops knew that he was coming, and uncle Hill greeted
him with a song”. Nature in the book is beautiful and full of spirituality, showing a kind
of softness and a more generous human nature that cannot be expressed in words.
Nature is endowed with profound symbolic meaning in this book. Grandma said that
Little Tree is born in the arms of the mother of nature, and mountains, wind, birds,
streams, are Little Tree’s brothers and sisters. In the book, nature is full of delicate and
gentle love for human beings, which is a kind of intense aesthetic impact, and which is
helpful to the spiritual growth of people.

II. The Lifestyle of Eco-aesthetics

Eco-aesthetic lifestyle is an aesthetic lifestyle that is compatible with nature. It is a
"poetic dwelling ” lifestyle which includes “ only to take what you need ",
"environmental recycling“, "cherish life" and other contents [1]. The Eco-aesthetic life
style advocates not wasting resources, not polluting the environment and consciously
protecting nature plants. The eco-aesthetic way of life in this book is embodied in the
characters’observance of the "nature rules". Indians’simple and intelligent conviction
is the basic principle of their life, and "The Laws of nature" run through the whole book.
Little Tree began to understand the world via close contact with nature, and all the
plants and animals were his friends and his teachers. Little Tree's grandfather was a
very good hunter, who knew almost everything about the mountain's prey, but he taught
Little Tree, "The creed of the Indians is to give ourselves to nature, not to conquer or
abuse it, but to live in harmony with it." Grandpa told Little Tree that it is the stupidest
and most damning thing in the world to kill a living creature for pleasure or arrogance.
Nurtured by this, Little Tree learned from an early age to have respect, awe, and care for
nature. Grandpa taught Little Trees cannot be greedy, only to take what they need and
catch those weak animals In hunting, because the strong animals need to stay to
produce strong offspring, and this is to follow the law of the survival of the fittest; The
Indians hunt without traps in spring and summer, for no one in the world can
simultaneously search for a mate and struggle for survival not to mention animals.
Little bees store far more honey than they need, and so their honey is eaten by bears.
Humans, like bees, are always greedy for more than they deserved, and they grab more
from others. Grandpa's attitude of "only to take what you need" is one of the important
contents of the eco-aesthetic lifestyle. At the same time, the novel also embodies the
ecological thought of environmental recycling everywhere. Mr. Wynne, for example,
taught young trees how to sharpen pencils without waste: avoid making them too sharp,
too sharp and easy to break, which in turn leads to a waste of resources. In modern life,
we should understand that the pursuit of material is not the more the better, but should
promote a more comfortable and thrifty way of life. The eco-aesthetic way of life is also
expressed in this book as people's love for life. For example, For example, when they
see a red sparrow that has fallen off a branch because it has eaten too much, they pick it
up and put it on the branch of a tree so that it will not be eaten by other animals at night ;
They believe that their bodies will be given to the earth, and their afterlife will be better;
they follow the "laws of nature" and cherish all life, large or small, plant or animal, and
treat all that nature has given them equally and kindly.

Eco-aesthetic Attitude
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Eco-aesthetic attitude is an ecological outlook on life and world, which opposes
"anthropocentrism", and emphasizes "equality" and "harmony". The harmony between
man and nature is the foundation of harmony between man and man, man and society.
The extension of such a green and peaceful attitude to the outlook of life and society
will inevitably bring about long-term peace for mankind. For example, the Indians
respect each other very much, and in their meeting etiquette, they will palm upward to
express peace, tell others they are unarmed; At Christmas in the church, a tree was
brought to the orphanage and everyone was happy to have their own Christmas tree,
while Little Tree thought that it was not humane to satisfy everyone's wishes to chop
down a vibrant male pine tree and let it die slowly. This self-interest behavior in
harming nature and harming others was exactly the anthropocentrism that
Eco-aesthetics criticized. The anthropocentrism believes that all things in the world are
inferior to human beings and are dominated by man, who believe that all things in the
world exist to satisfy the needs of mankind, recognizing only the instrumental value of
natural things and denying their intrinsic value [3]. “The Education of Little Tree”
criticizes the thought of anthropocentrism. For example, Grandpa is very disgusted
with the white who take the dog, all day in the forest to chase the noisy prey, until all the
animals hide. In Oklahoma, "The white men plowed open the grazing pasture that
should not be farmed, so the wind swept away the virgin land." While enslaving nature,
anthropocentrism also causes the imbalance of psychological ecology, which leads to
the disharmonious relationship between people: Little Tree was warned to pay attention
to etiquette before meeting the pastor of the orphanage, and when he came to the room,
the pastor did not even lift his head but spoke harshly insulting the little tree directly as
an illegitimate child ; Because Little Tree identified a couple of deer’s mating in the
orphanage classroom according to a picture of deer's posture and background plant, he
was scolded by the teacher as " the head of a little dirty bastard!" and was whipped to
the blood by the priest. Before that, however, Grandpa told him "it is such a beautiful
cry to ask for a mate". Everything in the eyes of Little Tree is what natural is, while the
beauty of ecological harmony is misinterpreted by ignorant and arrogant society. By
contrasting different educational views and different values between "savage" Indians
and "civilized" whites,“The Education of Little Tree” strongly satirizes and criticizes
anthropocentrism and embodies the world outlook and life outlook of Eco-aesthetics.

Conclusion

Children's literature is usually based on the experience of a child and has an insight into
the ecological landscape which is different from the adult’s perspective. Because of the
characteristics of children's literature and the spirituality of the child which is closer to
nature, children's literature can explore the most direct connection with natural and the
purest and most essential ecological wisdom. Eco-aesthetics is a kind of education for
aesthetic as well as for world outlook. The eco-aesthetic education is different from a
general ethics education because it is not a simple sermon. Besides, it is also different
from the general ideological education. It is a form of cultivation education,
emphasizing a kind of smooth and silent inner formation. At the same time, it is
different from the traditional aesthetic education, which not only has the characteristics
of "experience" and "sense", but also emphasizes the idea of "co-existence" and
"intergrowth" between human and nature. The eco-aesthetic education for the nation
can be realized through the eco-aesthetic study of children's literature, which provides a
new educational model for solving the social-ecological problems and a new literary
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research field for the eco-aesthetic study.

Fund projects: A Study on the Poetic Quality of American Children's Literature
(2018KY0232) (Basic competence improvement project for young teachers in Guangxi
in 2018)
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