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     	 Critical Practice
 
	 Katharine Capshaw Smith
 

 
 
 
  Childhood is political terrain. As a concept and construction, childhood offers politicians a launching pad for ideology and justification for political practice. In many nation-states, childhood becomes the landscape on which cultural definitions and priorities are forged. In the United States, recent events in Tucson, Arizona, provide a telling illustration of this phenomenon. When in 2010 the Arizona House passed Bill 2281, which outlaws public school courses “designed primarily for pupils of a particular ethnic group” and classes that “advocate ethnic solidarity,” Arizona aimed to enforce a definition of childhood bereft of ethnic particularity—a move that reiterated the invisibility of whiteness as a cultural and ethnic category. In January 2012, the Arizona State Superintendant shut down Mexican American studies classes in the Tucson Unified School District. Readers of the Quarterly should note that books were removed from pedagogical use. These texts included, among others, Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street, Francisco Jiménez’s The Circuit, Sherman Alexie’s The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, and Jane Yolen’s Twelve Impossible Things Before Breakfast. Texts for young adults that reflect on Mexican American experience, like Mona Ruiz’s Two Badges: The Lives of Mona Ruiz, Manuel Muñoz’s Zigzagger, and Tomás Rivera’s landmark And the Earth Did Not Devour Him, have also been excluded from curricular practice. In fact, the eradication of Mexican American studies has prompted not erasure and silence but rather deep public engagement with critical race theory, inspiring a movement of student-led resistance. Through teach-ins at Yale University (with Tucson students Skyping in for discussion), YouTube readings of banned books, video postings on blogs and Web sites, and emerging student solidarity groups, young people embrace the books that have meant so much to them.
 This general issue of the Quarterly contains essays reflecting a range of critical perspectives. Erin Sheley’s “The Laws of Nature or Nature’s God?: Penal Authority in Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies” explores Kingsley’s investment in natural science and [End Page 131] positive law, arguing that nature is insufficient as an arbiter of divine justice. Kingsley’s ambivalence leads him to an “eventual reliance on essentialist moral qualities of English common law” which demonstrates “the discursive contingency of nineteenth-century conceptions of just punishment.” Hannah Field’s “100 Ways to Make a Japanese House” examines the role of play and craft in Rumer Godden’s Japanese doll novels Miss Happiness and Miss Flower (1961) and Little Plum (1963). While critics of the dollhouse have emphasized its preclusion of imaginative play, Field sees Godden’s novels redemptively: “Rescuing the dollhouse from its vexed associations with wealth, uselessness, and adult imposition, Godden makes it a place for creative play and craftsmanship in the reader’s own world” as well as in the worlds of the texts.
 In an essay many readers will appreciate, “‘Unconditionally and Irrevocably’: Theorizing the Melodramatic Impulse in Young Adult Literature through the Twilight Saga and Jane Eyre,” Katie Kapurch studies both influence—addressing Meyer’s indebtedness to Brontë—and genre, arguing for melodrama’s potentialities for young adult literature. Joseph Michael Sommers’s “The Traumatic Revision of Marvel’s Spider-Man: From 1960s Dime-Store Comic Book to Post-9/11 Moody Motion Picture Franchise” also considers the contours of genre in examining the transition from comic book to film. Sommers stages a Bakhtinian reading of the Spider-Man movie trilogy, exploring the position of time, trauma, and mourning in the wake of September 11, 2001. Arguing that “as the world heals from the trauma of just over a decade ago, we call into drastic question what the idea of a hero is or can even be anymore,” Sommers is particularly sensitive to the role of trauma and catharsis for the audience of a visual text. Finally, in “Global Girls and Strangers: Marketing Transnational Girlhood through the Nancy Drew Series,” Elizabeth Marshall examines the global girl “Other” in three Nancy Drew texts, The Mysterious Mannequin, The Thirteenth Pearl, and the contemporary graphic novel The Girl Who Wasn’t There. Our cover image depicts the racial masquerade at the heart of Marshall’s...
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