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Abstract 
 

The aim of this essay was to examine adult-child power structures connected to the 

main character in Lois Lowry´s novel Number the Stars, to see if they could be found in 

different levels, and layers of the text. With the focus to see if the novel´s content might 

correlate to any educational purposes if used when teaching English as a second 

language in the Swedish upper secondary school. The analysis showed that the novel 

displayed a didactic intent from the author to introduce ideological social values 

belonging to the Danish society and the resistance movement in Denmark during the 

German occupation, between the years of 1940-1945. Furthermore, presumed 

transference of American values from the author were found in the narrative. The 

portrayals of these social values in the narrative are done with a display of adult power 

over children in the narrative, both in the story and towards the novel´s intended 

readers. The content of the novel could then be used for educational purposes to 

uncover and discuss aspects of social power through ideology, human values, and 

human rights, correlating to the English syllabus in Lgr11 regarding “relations and 

ethical questions”, as well as the curricula’s aim to develop the students ability´s to 

“reflect over living conditions, social and cultural phenomena in different contexts and 

parts of the world where English is used” (Skolverket 32, 34). 
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1. Introduction 
 

Power is a broad concept that plays a crucial role in children´s literature. According to 

Maria Nikolajeva, books that are written for children and young adult readers always 

contain some aspects of power (Power 7). As a teacher it is of importance to be aware 

of how these power structures are represented and portrayed in children´s literature 

when used in education; to open up for discussions with the students, regarding how 

different aspects of power can be represented in literature, and most importantly to 

discuss the presence of implicit values and opinions which the author might be 

transferring through the text. Students in upper level secondary school are going 

through a turbulent transition period from childhood to youth with new insights about 

the world and their place in it. They might have picked up some preconceived notions 

which may not be grounded in personal knowledge, but in generalizations and 

stereotype belonging to others which they look up to. Furthermore, the relationship 

between language learning and identity is clearly stated in the Swedish national 

curriculum, Lgr 11; “Language, learning, and the development of a personal identity are 

all closely related” (Skolverket 11). Children´s literature can be a valuable resource in 

this aspect, developing students’ skills of analysing and questioning different content 

with the purpose of giving them a larger frame of reference, and hopefully the ability to 

form their own views.  

The importance of using children´s literature for educational purposes is 

emphasized by Mary Renck Jalongo who claims that it can contribute “to the child´s 

cultural identity and multicultural awareness” (qtd. in Bradbery 4). As a future teacher 

of English as a second language for students in upper level secondary school it can be 

seen as a necessity to raise awareness, spread knowledge and discuss different cultural 

and religious differences that are represented at the present time and through history. 

This is an important task especially now when extreme groups around the world are 

gaining in strength and many people flee from suppression and war. 

In a similar fashion, Debbie Bradbery has done research on children´s picture 

books as a mean to “build concepts of teaching about global citizenship” (1). Bradbery 

claims that children´s literature, depicting refugees used in Australian teaching 

environments, can give “children the opportunity to begin to form their own views and 

opinions and take on a more global stance” (3). This is done by counterbalancing the 

reports made in media, covering the refugee situation, which the Australian children are 
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exposed to on a daily basis. Bradbery concludes that by giving the children a chance “to 

walk a mile in their shoes” (6) teachers can widen the students’ knowledge and open up 

for discussion about values addressing human rights and social justice (6).  

To teach others is in its nature bound to aspects of power. According to Werner 

Jank and Hilbert Meyer, a person that educates uses power over the persons he or she 

educates, through deciding what content, method, and purpose the student will work 

with. They further point out that the use of power as a teacher is inevitable, and 

sometimes perhaps unwittingly used due to the nature of a teacher’s task (Jank and 

Meyer 28). The aim of this essay to investigate adult-child power structures in Lois 

Lowry´s novel Number the Stars, is therefore a way to see what kind of educational 

purposes the content of the novel might have if used when teaching English as a second 

language in the Swedish upper secondary school. 

The novel portrays the German occupation of Denmark, between the years of 

1940-1945, depicting the events through the child perspective of the main character. 

The analysis of the main character, Annemarie Johansen, aims at investigating the text 

based upon three questions for research: 

1. What adult power structures does Annemarie encounter in the novel? 

2. Are there any reversals of the adult-child power balance connected to 

Annemarie? 

3. Are there any underlying power structures that can be traced in the text? 

The adult-child power structures will be addressed through aspects of Foucault’s and 

Althusser´s theories of power with a focus on Narratology theory applied to the main 

character. 
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2. Literature Review 

This section will present theories and previous research regarding the concept of power, 

children´s literature, narratology and developmental psychology that are referred to in 

the analysis.  

 

2.1 Power  

According to the Oxford English Dictionary the noun “power” is “a quality or 

property” which has the capacity to “affect something strongly”. It can be “physical or 

mental strength” or “political or national strength” granting the practitioner of power 

authority and ability for instance to control, influence, govern, rule, judge and decide 

over other people (“power”). One who had much to say about the concept of power is 

the French philosopher Michel Foucault.  

In Beginning Theory Peter Barry explains that Foucault embraced and promoted 

individual freedom and personal diversity in society, but he also saw how power 

structures in a society formed norms and transferred ideology to its members treating 

them as a group not as separate individuals (169). The power in a state is according to 

Foucault not upheld by some tangible force but instead by “panoptic…surveillance”, 

which means that the prevailing ideology and norms in a society are upheld by the 

members, due to their impression of constant surveillance. These power structures 

Foucault calls “discursive practices”, and can be found throughout society from 

government and politics to families (169-170).  In connection to politics and power 

Foucault champions the belief that society uses “disciplinary power” to produce useful 

individuals contributing to society (Hoffman 26). The aim of discipline is to create 

“´docile bodies´”, which can be said to be people who do things in exactly the way that 

they have been told (Gutting 82). This is achieved through the use of specific 

techniques, namely: “hierarchical observation, normalizing judgment, and the 

examination” (Hoffman 27).  

By hierarchical observation Foucault means the previously mentioned panoptic 

surveillance which the people in power use to “overlook their subjects or enemies” 

(Gutting 82). This can take the form of material buildings such as lookouts strategically 

placed, or to set a working place, school area etc. in an order that enables an overview 

for surveillance, however, disciplinary power “depends on normalizing judgment for its 

continued exercise” (Hoffman 30). Normalizing judgement is described by Foucault as 
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an act of judging and comparing actions or behaviors as “normal or abnormal” in 

relation to the prevailing norm in society (30). This judgement by norm is an efficient 

method to uphold the discipline among the members in a society, and from a larger 

perspective, also to control them.  

Combined, the hierarchical observation and normalizing judgement form a 

“normalizing gaze” which, for Foucault makes “manifest the subjection of those who 

are perceived as objects and the objectification of those who are subjected” (Hoffman 

30-31). An example of this could be when a student receives a grade for a test in school. 

The grade is set by a teacher judging the student´s results against the national 

curriculum and goals for the subject, which in turn has been decided by the government. 

Just by participating and taking the test the student has participated in his or her 

subjection to the norms set by the power in charge. And if the student is motivated to 

achieve a higher grade the power in charge has succeeded in instilling discipline and 

judgement by its norms. The grade gets set and the examination in Foucault´s terms is 

done (Hoffman 27). According to Gutting: “The examination is a prime locus of 

modern power/knowledge, since it combines into a unified whole ´the deployment of 

force and the establishment of truth´” (86). This is a form of invisible power, the results 

get documented and stored, building up a file of knowledge on the student which can be 

accessed by many. The result of the examination will then determine the student´s 

future, and in some sense also control the options available for the student.   

Another important and influential theorist in the field of power structures in a 

society was the French Marxist theorist Louis Althusser (Barry 156). A key term in 

Althusser´s theory is ideology, which can be defined as; “a system of representations at 

the heart of a given society” (157). For Althusser an ideology often is an implicit system 

of cultural values and opinions, which is necessary in order to uphold and preserve the 

order and structure in a society (157). He further developed his social theory identifying 

and coining the term of “repressive structures”, which according to Althusser are all 

social institutions that use tangible force with the aim to secure and uphold power 

relations in a state (158). However, he also identifies “ideological structures or state 

ideological apparatuses” which spread and distribute the ideology to the people without 

tangible force. Instead they practice and use “social control” over the population, 

making values and opinions seem inherent, natural and implicit in a society (158). 

These structures can be said to be all those who have social power such as government, 

religious leaders, the school system and art (158). Althusser argues that the trick is to 



Persson 6 

 

 

get the members of a society to feel that they are choosing by themselves, that they are 

free individuals not bound by social forces, which they in fact are (158). Althusser´s 

term for this phenomenon is “interpellation” (158). Barry concludes that by seeing the 

complexity and aspects pointed out by Althusser regarding the maintenance of power in 

a society that ideology through social power has much more impact than the force from 

repressive structures (159). 

In the next section of the literature review, some theories regarding 

representations of ideology and power in children´s literature will be presented. 

 

2.2 Children´s Literature 

Peter Hunt explores theories about children´s books in Understanding Children´s 

Literature. Hunt emphasizes that children´s books are very influential to children and 

their development. He claims that “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” (1) 

Hunt further cites Aidan Chambers and his claim that literature is; “the most 

useful means by which we come to grips with our ideas about ourselves and what we 

are” (2). Hunt claims that children´s books around the world are a reflection of a 

“societies’ concept of childhood and its power relations to adults”, represented at a 

specific time in history. He is of the opinion that children´s books entail specific 

purposes, mainly with the aim of education and/or promoting a certain ideology (5). A 

writer of a children´s book could then be said to have a great responsibility in the sense 

that what they write may have a great impact on its intended recipients. From a 

pedagogical point of view, it is worthwhile to think about what is represented in books 

and how it might influence the children reading or listening to it, as Hunt points out: 

“children are vulnerable, susceptive, and must be protected from manipulation” (2).  

A study by Christina M. Desai focuses on how power structures and ideology of 

the Columbus myth are portrayed to child readers in American picture books. Desai´s 

findings show “extensive use of certain narrative techniques” and that “stereotyping and 

Eurocentrism” are commonly depicted. Furthermore, her study shows traces of “mild 

historical revisionism” (179). Desai concludes that the Columbus myth persists in 

picture books and that few of the examined books supplied any alternative views which 

lead to the transmittance of imperialist ideology and reinforcement of “stereotypical 
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views of Native Americans” to the child reader (179,195). Consequently, both narration 

and underlying ideology can have a large impact on child readers. If books depicting 

Columbus are used with educational purposes it would be of great importance for a 

teacher to examine how it is presented and to discuss and question the underlying 

ideologies with the students.    

The concept of Power is a subject that has drawn the attention of many 

researchers in children´s literature. Maria Nikolajeva a prominent researcher in the field, 

claims that power is “in some way or another present in all children´s literature” (Power 

7). More specifically Nikolajeva identifies a distinct feature that is found in children´s 

literature, the representation of adult power over children (Power 8). She also holds the 

opinion that authors of children´s books use different narrative techniques in order to 

empower the fictive child in the story (Barnbokens byggklossar 52). These narrative 

techniques will be presented in more detail in the upcoming section on narratology. 

The theories which have been addressed in this section show that there is a need 

to question the content in children´s books, if they are used in education. Children are 

formed by their social context, and discussions regarding content in children´s literature 

evoked in a school setting, can help children to question preconceptions and fixed 

views, and perhaps also to give them an opportunity to form their own views. But to 

study children´s literature is not as simple as it may seem.  

Both Hunt and Nikolajeva argue that there is no specific critical literature theory 

that is adapted for the study of children´s books, which makes the process of critical 

analysis complex and challenging (Hunt 2,9; Nikolajeva, Power 1). However, they 

emphasize that some theories have been shown to be more useful than others in this 

endeavor, and they both promote narrative theory as a useful way of approaching 

children´s literature (Nikolajeva Power 11; Hunt 9). 

In the upcoming section aspects of Narratology with a focus on narration 

techniques and characterization, will be presented in more detail.  

 

2.3 Narratology 

Narratology “is the study of narrative structures”, in other words how stories are built 

and presented, and most importantly how they convey meaning (Barry 214). When 

approaching a text from the perspective of narratology we need to establish who is 

telling the story, but also “how the story is told” (231). There are two main narration 

styles in use by authors when writing a text. An author that presents the story as an 
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“outsider”, telling someone else’s story, is called a “heterodiegetic” narrator, and an 

author that tells his or her own story , participating as a named character in the text, is 

called a “´homodiegetic´ narrator” (226). From this essay’s viewpoint, a homodiegetic 

narrator would be a convenient choice for an analysis of who is telling the story. 

Analyzing a heterodiegetic narrator, with the same intention, presents a bit more of a 

challenge. However, Number the Stars, is in fact written as a heterodiegetic narration of 

the German occupation of Denmark, so a further analysis of the author´s influence in 

the story then calls for a focus on how the story is told, in order to see if Lowry´s voice 

can be heard there. 

The plot concerns how the events are; “edited, ordered, packaged and presented” 

focusing on who is telling the story, and from which ”`viewpoint´ or ´perspective´” the 

author tells it (Barry 215,224). The plot in the narrative can be packaged in different 

ways, from the view point of this essay, the occurrence of “primary” and “secondary” 

narratives are interesting. The primary narrative can also be called a frame story, and, as 

Arthur Asa Berger explains the use of a frame story gives the author the opportunity to 

tell “other stories within it” (65). In other words, an author can include stories in the 

story. Nikolajeva expresses the opinion that a book containing a frame story holds 

several fictional levels, and if it is used in children´s books the purpose is primarily 

didactic (Barnbokens byggklossar 40). The author could then be said to promote her 

own values and intentions through the use of a frame story, and also be said to exert 

adult power over its intended readers. Furthermore, the secondary narrative in a frame 

story most likely contains the main story of the plot (Barry 227). In sum, an analysis 

focusing on the use of a frame story in the plot could then be said to uncover didactic 

purposes from the author in the text, and it can also reveal the implicit main story of the 

plot. 

If we instead turn the focus towards from which “point-of-view” the reader is 

introduced to the story, we will end up looking at the author’s choices of character 

description (Barry 225). One who has had great influence in the field of narratology is 

Gérard Génette. For Génette, a reader could be presented to a character´s point-of –view 

in two different ways, namely, “internal” and/or “external focalisation”, where internal 

focalisation reveals the inner world in a character, showing “unspoken thoughts and 

feelings”, while external focalization describes what a character says and does (Barry 

224). Aristotle, who was one of the first influential theorists in narratology, argued that 

in order to find implicit moral values and themes in a story, one should look at how an 
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author describes a character´s inner thoughts and developing knowledge. This means 

that the author’s choice of portraying characters reveals the implicit “deep content” in 

the story (218). This is why Lowry´s choice of narration style and description of the 

main character, will be analyzed in this essay with the aim to see if implicit values or 

opinions are represented through Lowry´s narration.  

Storytelling is by its nature bound up with power. More specifically there is the 

notion of “narrative power” applied by characters within a story (Bennett and Royle 60). 

If characters are in a suppressed or powerless situation Bennett and Royle argue that 

narrative power might be the only option available (60). As an example they mention 

the narrative power of Scheherazade in A Thousand and One Nights, who cheats death 

by her storytelling night after night by making the king want to hear more of the story 

the following day (59). A vivid explanation of the notion of narrative power by Ross 

Chambers further illustrates its significance in the context of power; “storytelling is 

often used…as an oppositional´ practice, a practice of resistance used by the weak 

against the strong: oppositional narrative´” (qtd. in Bennett and Royle 59).  

If we narrow the field, with a focus on child characters, Nikolajeva argues that 

there are some specific narrative techniques that an author can use in order to empower 

the fictive child. Nikolajeva claims that both shifts in narrative setting, and relocation of 

the character from the safe home to another more unsecure environment, enables the 

children´s story to develop. Furthermore, she argues that when placing a character in an 

extreme-environment, such as a distant place far from home or in times of war, “the 

author can initiate and accelerate a developmental process in the person” (“my 

translation”), and through this technique empower the fictive child (Barnbokens 

byggklossar 52). The narrative setting can also be used as a symbol for something else. 

Nikolajeva explains that, regarding seasons of the year, the most commonly used season 

is summer which represents a child’s “freedom and childhood innocence” (“my 

translation”), and enables the child opportunities to explore and have adventures 

without strict boundaries or supervision from parents or school (Barnbokens 

byggklossar 53). In other words the child is less controlled by adults and can enjoy 

more independence.  

There are however, some conditions that appear in children´s literature which the 

fictive child must meet before being empowered. The first condition is “the removal of 

parents”, which enables the child room to explore the world on its own, unprotected 

(Power 16). A good example of this narrative technique is J.K. Rowling´s story of 
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Harry Potter, where the main character, Harry, loses his parents as an infant and is 

brought up by relatives who despise him. Secondly the previously addressed 

environmental setting is of importance for a child to become empowered, such as the 

isolated island in Lord of the Flies by William Golding for example, where the 

schoolboys have to survive on their own after the plane crash. Finally, there is the 

“limited period of time” condition, a condition easily found in the traditional 

progression common in most children´s stories, “home – break-up from home – 

adventure –   return to home” (“my translation”) (Power 10; Barnbokens byggklossar 

37). The presence of such conditions in children’s literature, and what they might mean, 

could be a valuable source for discussions and critical reflection in the classroom. They 

may help us find out if the students have reflected on their presence or not, and what 

thoughts the students might generate if these conditions are seen as an adult power over 

children. Nickolajeva argues that the use of child empowering techniques has a 

“subversive effect” that reveals the presence of arbitrary rules, inflicted and distributed 

by adults to children, through the narratives in children´s literature (Power 10). She also 

points out that when an adult author is depicting child characters the narration in itself 

shows the adult power relation over children, but it can also demonstrate a more 

complicated psychological power dimension, based on the experience-innocence binary 

opposition. Nikolajeva argues that the only aspect of this phenomenon that can vary is 

the adult author’s skill to counteract his or her own power, and instead “empower the 

fictive child” (Power 62). In sum, an analysis of narrative techniques in a text could 

expose how authors’ moral and didactic purposes are conveyed to the reader through the 

description of the main character, and also enable an analysis of inherent power 

structures in different levels and layers of the text. 

If we take into account that a child´s developing knowledge of the world is linked 

with its cognitive development, the following step, in order to deepen the analysis of the 

main character, should be to introduce some aspects of developmental psychology. In 

the next section a short introduction of the field will be presented, and two influential 

theorists in the field of cognitive development will be addressed, namely, Jean Piaget 

and Lev Vygotsky.  

 

2.4 Developmental Psychology 

The field of Developmental psychology studies human development from the beginning 

as a newborn to the end at an old age. To study human development requires taking in 
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to account both the development steps connected to a person’s chronological age, and 

different aspects of the individual’s development (Hwang and Nilsson 17). The aspects 

referred to are “physical development”, “cognitive and perceptual development”, and 

“socio-emotional development” (18-19). Physical development includes all 

development in a human body such as “length, weight, inner organ, skeletal” etc. 

Cognitive and perceptual development is described to “include all mental processes that 

we use in order to get information about our surroundings” which all together form our 

ability to understand and interpret the surrounding world and situate ourselves in it. 

Socio-emotional development concerns our individual development in a specific social 

context; the development of identity both personal and social is connected to this aspect 

of developmental psychology (18-19). We will now take a closer look at the cognitive 

aspect of developmental psychology, focusing on aspects of Piaget and Vygotsky´s 

theories, which can be linked to the portrayed development in the main character in 

Number the Stars.  

2.4.1 Cognitive and perceptual development - Piaget 

The most prominent and influential theorist in the field of cognitive developmental 

psychology is the Swiss Jean Piaget. Piaget formed a progressive universal stage theory 

of children´s cognitive development, based on the claim that children go through four 

stages in their development (Hwang and Nilsson 10, 46). From Piaget´s view the 

process of adapting to the environment in the four developmental stages means to 

gradually overcome egocentricity making it less and less influential in a person’s 

thinking. In Piaget´s theory a person can be said to have a set of mental “schemes” 

functioning as “building blocks” for development (42). During the development, those 

schemes start to fuse, creating an “internal cognitive conflict” within the child, which in 

turn activates “the motivational force of equilibration” (44). Equilibration is a process 

that aims to resolve the cognitive conflict by creating a new updated scheme, making 

the child able to view the source of the conflict from a new perspective. This process, 

Piaget argues, opens up “enormous potential for a mental growth spurt” in the child 

provoking the ascendance to “a higher and more flexible cognitive level” (44). 

According to Piaget it is only in the stage of adolescence that a person can detach from 

looking at the world in terms of here and now, and instead “imagine how things might 

have been different depending on key events in history” (11). The main character in 

Number the Stars is portrayed to be ten years old, hence the following more detailed 
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description of Piaget´s developmental stages will only address middle childhood and 

adolescence and adulthood. 

The concrete operational stage is connected to the ages of approximately seven to 

twelve and is called middle childhood (46). The child is less egocentric than in the 

previous stage and has a larger degree of flexibility in its thinking (197). Here a child´s 

cognitive development is characterized through its ability to see beyond shallow 

appearances, starting to understand that things can be seen from different views 

(Mitchell and Ziegler 40). Piaget argues that at this stage children can solve concrete 

problems practically on their own, one could say through trial and error, but they are not 

able to mentally handle abstract problem-solving (40). The formal operational stage 

occurs at approximately the age of twelve and proceeds through the rest of a person’s 

life. During this stage a child is able to accomplish problem-solving purely by thought, 

with no need for practical trials (41). This requires that a hypothetical reasoning has 

taken place in the individual before any attempt at solving the problem (42). Piaget was 

of the belief that not all individuals reach the level of “formal operational thinking”; for 

he claimed that this level only was “enjoyed by people fortunate enough to have 

experiences that aid progression through the stages” (42). In Piaget´s terms a child can 

be seen as a “little scientist”, constructing its own knowledge about the world through 

actions challenging or confirming previous knowledge (48). However influential 

Piaget´s theories have been they have been criticized for not giving social factors more 

significance (48).  

2.4.2 Cognitive development defined by language and culture – 

Vygotsky 

One who was greatly influenced by Piaget´s ideas was the Marxist psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky (Hwang and Nilsson 48). He agrees with Piaget that the child “constructs its 

own knowledge about the world” but he emphasizes that additionally “the child also 

belongs to a social and cultural context” (48). What affects the cognitive development is 

according to Vygotsky; “language and culture” (49). As opposed to Piaget´s view, he 

claims that a child´s development is “culture specific”, meaning that children are 

influenced and formed by, the surrounding culture which they grow up in (49). 

According to Vygotsky, language enables the child the ability of outside 

communication with others, to mentally “reason with itself” when handling problems, 

and also to” interpret and deal with its surroundings” (49). The child´s ability to 

mentally reflect on how to deal with problems, in other words “metacognition” (49), is 
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Vygotsky’s main focus. He means that if the child where aware of how it thought in 

those situations; “it could improve its thinking and its ability for problem solving” (49). 

A key concept for Vygotsky is the ”zone of proximal development” (Mitchell and 

Ziegler 71), which means that a child should be faced with a slightly higher difficulty 

level than its present, but not too difficult, to encourage new learning (Hwang and 

Nilsson 50). Vygotsky also stressed the importance of interaction, claiming that; “Both 

informal and formal education in consort with competent and more experienced family 

members or teachers are important pre-requisites for children´s social and cultural 

development” (50). Furthermore, Wood, Brunner, and Ross, have developed 

Vygotsky’s idea of proximal development and created the scaffolding metaphor 

(Mitchell and Ziegler 71). According to them scaffolding is a device used by more 

experienced teachers or parent’s to support the child’s thought process pointing out 

possible solutions to a problem. The support would gradually decrease until “the child is 

able to stand alone as a fully-fledged thinker in a given domain of problem” (71). 

 Piaget and Vygotsky´s theories show how important both practical experience 

and interaction with more competent/experienced adults are to a child’s cognitive 

development. If we take into account representations of power through a society´s 

inherent ideology and values, we can see that Vygotsky´s approach would be a useful 

way of analyzing adult-child power structures connected to the child character of Anne-

Marie. And if one applies Piaget´s stage theory on the representation of Anne-Marie one 

might be able to see if there are any specific passages in the narrative that show signs of 

developing cognitive knowledge that might lead to her empowerment in the experience-

innocence power dimension. In the next section, the process of conducting the character 

analysis will be presented and discussed. 

 

3. Method 
 

After reading the novel all passages and quotations of interest, in connection to 

representations of power and power structures referring to the main character, were 

noted. The further choices of narrowing down the amount of selected passages and 

quotations were influenced by the book How to Study a Novel by John Peck. The author 

presents a method of approaching the text by selecting and concentrating on a small 

number of passages in the text, which can be used to show “an impression of the work 

as a whole” (4). Peck also defines four elements in a text that are good to consider when 
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making an interpretation of a novel. “The author” for instance is an element which can 

be used to analyze the text by drawing parallels to the writer’s life and experiences (14). 

“The reader” is described by Peck to be the most difficult course of action when 

analyzing a text, the apparent reason being that a personal interpretation is subjective, 

and that the danger of focusing an analysis on this element is that “you are likely to end 

up saying far more about yourself than the book” (15). The two remaining elements 

Peck claim to be most useful when critically approaching a novel, and they are “the text 

itself and the world it presents” (15). The first structure looks into the texts form and 

structure, and the second analyzes the society and/or the characters of the world 

represented in the novel and how the two “interrelate” (15).  

The essay´s aim of analyzing the adult-child power structures represented in the 

text was pursued by looking at Peck´s elements of the author and the world, starting 

with a basic analysis of the main character. The sorting of the selected material was also 

done with help from Johansson and Svedner guidelines on textual analysis. The authors 

recommend the “superordinate principle” (my translation) which means that the 

disposition of the work is formed by the thematic categorization based on the essays’ 

research questions (73). Johansson and Svedner also point out that in a textual analysis 

the two levels of description and discussion of the material are presented together, 

creating an intermix in the text, and that the last section of discussion should contain a 

summarization and discussion of the results from an integrated perspective (73). 

Johansson and Svedner´s guidelines in Thesis in teacher education (my translation) 

have been followed during the writing of this essay. In order to trace different levels and 

layers of power in the text a first thematic categorization was made focusing on sorting 

the selected material in three categories: the character of Annemarie, Narration/author- 

reader and society-ideology. This also reflects two of Peck´s elements, the world by 

both analyzing the main character and the depicted society, and the author by looking at 

narrative choices and the biography (Peck 14-15). Literature covering the initial three 

categories was read and resulted in the selection of Narrative theory, mainly by Maria 

Nikolajeva and Gérard Génette, and theories of power and ideology by Foucault and 

Althusser. However, the analysis of the main character also led to a focus on theories 

regarding cognitive developmental psychology by Piaget and Vygotsky as it seemed to 

intertwine with the main characters relation to power and knowledge.  

With the formulation of the essays three research questions a further 

categorization took place, sorting the material based on the narratological distinctions 



Persson 15 

 

 

made by Gérard Génette between who is telling the story and how the story is told 

(Barry 222-225). This did not initially cover all of the aspects that the essay wished to 

address so the material was once again sorted, and combined with didactic aspects of 

the novel connected to educational purposes. The final section of discussion 

summarizes the analysis results from the outset of the essay´s research questions. 

 

3.1 Method discussion 

The choice of categorizations by narratological distinctions is motivated through an 

increasing ability to show different aspects of the adult -child power structures in a 

structured way, which is more easily achieved, organized in this way than it would be if 

merely the three questions of research had been used as the thematic headings as 

Johansson and Svedner recommend (76). However, as the method section has shown, 

the research questions of the essay have been taken in to account when the thematic 

selection was made in line with Gérard Génette´s distinctions in narratology theory. 

Some of the material regarding power structures has been omitted in the analysis. For 

instance, the symbolic meaning of the Star of David in connection to the power relation 

between Annemarie and Ella is not addressed. Neither has an analysis of the power 

relation between Annemarie and her little sister Kirsti been addressed. This is due to the 

fact that both described examples reflect a power relation between children, and not the 

essay´s aim of examining the adult- child power structure. Furthermore, there are a lot 

of references to the German soldier´s black shiny boots which also is a symbol of power 

in the text, but these sections have not been analyzed  because of the limited time for 

writing and the available space in the essay. Because of the choice of method and the 

omitted material one could say that the result does not reflect all of the examined 

material related to power, making it a personal interpretation of the novel which does 

not enable comparability to other works (Johansson and Svedner 83).   

 

4. Analysis  

 

4.1 Who is telling the story - Character  
 

In Number the Stars, ten year old Annemarie Johansen tells the story of her and her 

family’s life during the German occupation of Denmark between the years of 1940-
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1945 (Lowry 133-137). Annemarie is the oldest daughter in the Johansen family, 

consisting of her father, her mother Inge, her five year old sister Kirsti and her deceased 

older sister Lise. Although troubled with the loss of her older sister Annemarie is a 

cheerful but thoughtful child, watching over her little sister, and being obedient to her 

parents. Her best friend is her neighbor and classmate Ellen Rosen. Their mothers, Mrs. 

Johansen and Mrs. Rosen, often consort in their homes so the girls move freely between 

the two apartments. The outside environment is by contrast a more restricted place 

where German soldiers patrol the streets, interrogating and frisking both adults and 

children whom they consider to show inappropriate or suspicious behavior.  

Annemarie is somewhat ignorant in the beginning of the story, as she does not 

reflect on what a threat the German soldiers pose to her, her family or to her friend’s 

safety. But Annemarie´s worldview has begun to change as the following citation will 

show: “The whole world had changed. Only the fairytales remained the same” (Lowry 

17). In keeping with the principles of developmental psychology one could claim that 

Annemarie begins to see beyond the childish here and now perspective, adding new 

information and experiences to her existing mental schemes through the process of 

“assimilation” and “accommodation”. According to Piaget, new knowledge is created 

when the schemes adapt and change to include new information and this process creates 

an “internal cognitive conflict” in the child (Hwang and Nilsson 47). This process can 

be traced in the previous citation; Annemarie revalues her surrounding world, from the 

bliss of not knowing, the childhood symbolized by the fairytales with happy endings to 

a more uncertain world dealing with the loss of her older sister, and her country’s 

surrender to the German invasion.  

Through a conversation with her father Annemarie learns that many of the Danish 

citizens will to protect their beloved King Christian was so strong, that they would 

sacrifice their own lives in the process. This included her parents and triggers 

Annemarie to decide that she would do the same if she had to (Lowry 14). One could 

claim that the decision was based upon arbitrary social values transferred from her 

parents showing that Annemarie´s development is, in Vygotsky’s terms, “culture 

specific” (Hwang and Nilsson 49). This process is accelerated by her realization that her 

best friend and her family are Jewish (Lowry 24); transferring from unknowing to 

knowing Annemarie connects the outside threat of the German occupation to her own 

social world. “Now she was ten, with long legs and no more silly dreams of ´pink-

frosted cupcakes.´ And now she –and all of the Danes – were to be bodyguard for Ellen, 
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and Ellen´s parents, and all of Denmark’s Jews” (Lowry 26). In light of Piaget´s stage 

theory on cognitive development, Annemarie can be placed in the “concrete 

operational” stage i.e. middle childhood (Mitchell and Ziegler 32). Her biological age, 

her transition from unknowing to knowing, her awareness of other worldviews beside 

her own, are all characteristics of the third stage of cognitive development. From a 

developmental psychology stand point all four components that are crucial to consider 

in order to describe human development are represented here. Both Annemarie´s age 

and changing body are presented in the beginning of the citation. Her changing 

“cognitive and perceptual development” (18) can be detected in her resolution: “no 

more silly dreams of `pinkfrosted cupcakes`” indicating an increased awareness of the 

surrounding world. The food in Denmark was rationed by the Germans during the 

occupation and ordinary food such as butter, cream, sugar and meat was not available. 

And most importantly the latter part of the quotation shows “socio-emotional 

development” (19) as she identifies herself as an individual belonging to the social 

community of her country. This citation, like the previous discussion of Annemarie´s 

arbitrary decision-making, exemplifies Vygotskij´s theory that a child´s development is 

“culture specific”, meaning that children are influenced by the society they are brought 

up in. Furthermore, the citation shows inherent nationalist ideological values when 

Annemarie states that: “she –and all of the Danes – were to be bodyguard for Ellen, and 

Ellen´s parents, and all of Denmark’s Jews”. When applying theory to ideology and 

power we can see that Annemarie´s statement reflects Althusser´s definition of 

ideology: “a system of representations at the heart of a given society” (Barry 157). In 

order to clarify this claim another section in the text will be added which gives some 

background to Annemarie’s statement and the discussion regarding ideological theory.   

In this passage from Number the Stars the Johansens learn from the local 

newspaper that the navy had “destroyed their own naval fleet” in order to prevent the 

Germans from overtaking it and using it for their own purpose (Lowry 32). One can 

argue that this clearly sent a strong message from the leader, the Danish King, to his 

society when he sacrifices the country´s naval fleet, and by doing so he stands up for 

cultural values and attitudes, acting as an example to his followers, and effectively 

strengthening the society’s inherent ideology. Annemarie’s decision to become a 

bodyguard for the Jewish population of Denmark could in the light of this event be said 

to be a case of “interpellation” (Barry 158), where the King by his leading example uses 

his power as a form of social control making the resistance towards the German 
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occupation seem natural. One can also see the King´s act as norm setting for the society, 

contributing to the use of “normalizing judgement” (Hoffman 27), which is said by 

Foucault to be an effective method in order to uphold the disciplinary power in a 

society.  

 

4.2 How is the story told – Character  
 

Through the story of Number the Stars we get to follow the main character Annemarie 

Johansen. In the narrative she is presented to the reader through both internal and 

external focalisation which shows her unspoken thoughts, feelings, and fears through 

the internal focalisation and her actions and communication in the story is described 

through external focalisation. Annemarie consequently becomes the focaliser of the 

story; the reader gets to follow the events in the story from her point-of-view. In 

Narratives by Arthur Asa Berger, characterization is described as the way in which an 

author can show personalities and motivations and in the case of this essay Annemarie´s 

psychological development will be addressed showing her struggle to enter adolescence 

leaving the safe unknowing childhood behind (64). The focalisation on Annemarie can 

be said to be the main story in the narrative, revolving around her, her family and her 

best friend Ellen Rosen. But Number the Stars also contains embedded stories, mainly 

and most importantly the secondary story of the Danish resistance movement.  

As previously described in the literature review, the secondary narrative most 

often holds the main story of the plot and that is true in Number the Stars. Lois Lowry 

describes in the afterword of the novel that much of the story is based on recorded 

documents and actual events performed by the Danish Resistance, the Danish King and 

the Danish people as a community during the occupation of Denmark from 1940-1945 

(133-137).  

The main narrative and the embedded narrative in Number the Stars firstly run 

parallel. There are hints at the second narrative present in the text, for instance 

Annemarie is aware of its presence but is unaware of how it is linked to her family and 

how it affects herself and her best friend Ellen (Lowry 8). A major event in the story 

occurs when Annemarie realizes the danger in which Ellen and her family are in 

because of their Jewish ethnicity (24). The realization could in narratology terms be 

described as the turning point in the story which reveals to the reader what the major 

problem or issue in the text is. The embedded story of the Resistance movement 

becomes perceived by the protagonist of the text, Annemarie, but is also made explicit 
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to the reader through Annemarie´s trip with her mother to uncle Henrik. The tension in 

the story builds up through Annemarie´s increasing knowledge and understanding of the 

resistance movement. One could say from a developmental psychology standpoint that 

Annemarie has a cognitive conflict which in Piaget´s terms leads to the process of 

equilibration making her able to view the source of the conflict from a new perspective 

and open an “enormous potential for a mental growth spurt” (Mitchell and Ziegler 44). 

This transition of Annemarie from unknowing to knowing can be said to be done or 

aided by more experienced adults through what Wood, Brunner and Ross call 

“scaffolding” (71). Annemarie´s father, mother and her uncle Henrik all gently try to 

steer her towards making her thought process and understanding accommodate to the 

main communication strategy of the resistance movement, the need–to-know basis, 

designed to keep their members and operations safe. Annemarie feels betrayed and 

angry when she realizes that the adults are lying to her. After a confrontation with her 

uncle Henrik the explanation why they have lied starts to dawn on her. Seen from 

Piaget´s view her mental schemes start to fuse when she realizes that it is their way of 

protecting her by withholding information. The scaffolding process can be said to 

become complete when Annemarie herself withholds information from her best friend 

Ellen with the intent to protect her by keeping her unaware of the circumstances around 

the mourning of Great-aunt Birte, so that the effects of too much knowledge would be 

eliminated if German soldiers were to come for an inspection. In a wider perspective, 

Annemarie´s action, although she is somewhat unaware, supports the resistance 

movement. But as the events unfold she willingly becomes an active member of the 

resistance. 

In Narratives, a climactic scene in the story is referred to as “something that 

happens in a text that leads to something else happening and ultimately to the resolution 

of the story“, in particular, as Mieke Bal puts it, a “transition from one state to another” 

(Bal, qtd. in Berger 65). This event can be traced in the text when Annemarie decides to 

fill in for her injured mother, and deliver the lost and important package from uncle 

Henrik´s house to the fishing boat. It is in this moment in the text that Annemarie makes 

her transition, becoming an active member of the Danish resistance movement, aiding 

the quest of smuggling the Jews by boat to Sweden to avoid relocation, but she does so 

with childlike unawareness of its consequences. 

 From the point of view from children´s literature theory this passage shows what 

Nickolajeva calls “the removal of parents” condition, Annemarie has to face the 
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dangerous path to the boat on her own (Power 16). This condition is according to 

Nikolajeva a way for the author to empower the fictive child. Furthermore, the author´s 

choice of an “extreme environment” setting is a way to “initiate and accelerate a 

developmental process in a person” which in Annemarie’s case is symbolized by the 

passage through the dark woods and the threat of detection from German soldiers 

(Barnbokens byggklossar 52). One could say that Annemarie’s journey to 

empowerment is linked in the text to her transition from childlike innocence to 

experience and knowledge. As the next citation will show, Annemarie first reassures 

herself by retreating to the safe world of fairytales by imagining that she is telling the 

story of “Little Red Riding Hood“ to her younger sister Kirsti, which in itself gives 

Annemarie a sense of “narrative power” (Bennett and Royle 60) connected to her role as 

a storyteller towards her sister: “So little Red Riding-hood carried the basket of food 

and hurried along through the woods. It was a lovely morning, and birds were singing. 

Little Red Riding-hood sang, too, as she walked” (Lowry 109). 

From a narratological viewpoint Annemarie´s imaginary storytelling can firstly be 

said to represent a story in a story. However, the occurrence of this story inside the main 

narrative in the text cannot be interpreted as a representation of a frame story displayed 

by the primary narrative. But the author’s choice of placing the setting of Annemarie´s 

storytelling in the summertime, and as “a lovely morning, and the birds were singing” 

can be interpreted as a representation of a symbolic meaning (Nikolajeva 190). 

Nikolajeva argues that a summer seasons symbolic meaning represents children’s 

“freedom and childhood innocence” (Barnbokens byggklossar 53). Annemarie´s 

storytelling to herself can therefore display a wish to retreat to childlike innocence, but 

the symbolic meaning also is a representation of a child´s freedom from adult 

supervision (53). Bettelheim argues that fairytales in this sense show “meaning for the 

child´s ego and encourage its development; at the same time, they relieve preconscious 

and unconscious pressures the child may be experiencing” (Bettelheim, qtd. in Berger 

9). In other words, Annemarie’s storytelling both reassures and strengthens the 

character. Secondly Annemarie then uses her narrative power just as Scheherazade in A 

Thousand and One Nights by acting like a “silly empty-headed little girl” (Lowry 105) 

when faced with interrogation and a frisk search by German soldiers. Furthermore, her 

narrative power can be seen as an opposition and resistance used by a powerless child 

against the adult “oppositional narrative” (Bennett and Royle 59). One could argue that 

her skill to use narrative power shows that Annemarie´s “metacognition” (Hwang and 
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Nilsson 49) is developing, that she is able to figure out how to handle the situation 

purely by thought, placing her psychological development in Piaget´s formal 

operational stage, thus showing signs of entering adolescence. One could also claim that 

she is aided in this process by her mother´s advice and request to act as a “silly empty-

headed little girl” (Lowry 105) if she was confronted by soldiers, consequently 

displaying “the metaphor of scaffolding” (Hwang and Nilsson 71) in the narrative. 

Furthermore, the text shows more evidence of adult scaffolding, on a need-to-know 

basis, when the character of Annemarie also finds it easier to handle the situation when 

she actually does not know what the package contains. Annemarie succeeds in her 

quest, resisting the oppositional narrative, by imagining and performing just as her little 

sister Kirsti would have done in that situation thus showing Annemarie´s ability for 

metacognition. By succeeding in delivering the important package to the boat, 

Annemarie rescues her friends and family. Seen from Foucault´s view this could 

represent “the examination”, Annemarie has accepted and willingly participates in the 

norms set by the prevailing ideology and the resistant movement, showing the invisible 

force of disciplinary power and interpellation in action (Hoffman 27). And most 

importantly, when facing the German soldiers the character of Annemarie reverses the 

adult-child power balance, by outsmarting the soldiers with her narrative power. 

As Annemarie returns to safety in Uncle Henrik’s house the removal of parents´ 

condition ceases to exist, and the traditional progression found in most children’s books 

is fulfilled through Annemarie´s return to safety and adult supervision. The scale then 

tips back to the traditional adult-child power balance, consequently then supporting 

Nikolajeva´s claim that “the narratives have a subversive effect, exposing that the rules 

imposed on the child by the adults are in fact arbitrary” (Power 10). The character of 

Annemarie however gains a bit more power by added experience and knowledge, which 

is granted to her by her Uncle Henrik for her success in helping the quest of shipping 

her friend Ellen and her family to safety. He tells her some information that only the 

members of the resistance know, for instance why the handkerchief in the package was 

so important for the mission, and that her deceased sister´s fiancé Peter is a member of 

the resistance (Lowry 123). Annemarie´s thoughts start to race, considering 

consequences and different outcomes that could have happened if she had failed to 

deliver the package: “If she had not found the packet where Mr. Rosen had dropped it. 

If she had not run through the woods. If the soldiers had taken the basket. If she had not 

reached the boat in time. All of the ifs whirled in Annemarie´s head” (Lowry 126). 
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Applying Piaget´s theory, this citation shows the process of equilibration, as Annemarie 

detaches from egocentricity, which defines the childhood stages, and “imagines how 

things might have been different depending on key events in history” as a person in the 

stage of adolescence (Mitchell and Zeigler 11). Furthermore, this probably would not 

have occurred if Annemarie had not been guided by more experienced adults which 

seen from Vygotsky´s theory, and in contrast to Piaget´s, shows that a child´s 

development is “cultural specific” (Hwang and Nilsson 49). Through the process of 

scaffolding, applied by her family, Annemarie is “able to stand alone as a fully-fledged 

thinker in a given domain of problem” (Mitchell and Ziegler 71). One could claim that 

Annemarie´s rising awareness of the resistance movement and the German occupation 

of Denmark speeds up her development. As the story progresses, her increasing 

knowledge of the outside world and the resistance movement intertwines with her 

cognitive development, she leaves the safe childhood behind and enters the stage of 

young adolescence as she becomes an active member of the resistance.  

 

4.3 Who is telling the story- Author 

Lois Lowry is an American author born in Honolulu, Hawaii, 1937. One could say that 

Lowry had a multicultural upbringing; her family lived in several countries due to her 

father’s career as an American Army officer before they eventually returned to the U.S. 

She married at the age of 19 with Donald Lowry, a naval officer, and they got four 

children together. Lowry´s academic merits entail a bachelor´s degree at the University 

of Southern Maine. Her writing covers both humorous and serious topics in her 

different novels. Lowry has dealt with much family tragedy, her older sister Helen died 

from cancer when Lowry was very young, she has gone through a divorce, and in 1995 

she lost her son Grey, a pilot in the U.S Army, in a plane crash. In 2011 she also lost her 

partner Martin (Biography.com; Lowry, Biography). Many of Lowry´s books are 

influenced by personal experiences such as her son’s tragic death. Though she has 

described that it “tore away a piece of my world” it left her with a will to honor him 

through her writing (Biography). Lowry´s own words portray this will the best:  

“I am a grandmother now. For my own grandchildren - and for all those of 

their generation – I try, through my writing, to convey my passionate 

awareness that we live intertwined on this planet and that our future 

depends upon our caring more, and doing more, for one another” 

(Biography). 
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Lois Lowry has been given many national awards during her career, 24 to be 

specific but also 22 state awards in the U.S. The most prestigious award in American 

children´s literature is the American Library Association´s Newbery Award, and Lowry 

has received two Newbery Medals, in 1994 for her novel The Giver and in 1989 for 

Number the Stars (Biography). 

 

4.4 How is the story told- Author  

Number the Stars is based on the personal childhood memories of Lowry´s friend 

Annelise Platt who grew up in Copenhagen during the German occupation of Denmark, 

combined with recorded documents and actual events performed by the Danish 

resistance, the Danish King and the Danish people as a community during the years of 

1940-1945 (133-137). In her Newbery Medal acceptance speech, Lowry said that it 

depicts “the day-to-day life of a child in that place, at that time”, which makes it a 

historical novel told as a heterodiegetic story from a child perspective thorough the 

main character of Annemarie Johansen (Lowry Newbery medal). One could say that 

Lois Lowry through her choices in narrative setting and plot displays a focus on the 

unequal “child/adult power hierarchy” which according to Nikolajeva is a distinct 

feature of children´s literature (Power 8). The main character of Annemarie is affected 

by three main power structures in the narrative, namely parental authority, the society’s 

ideological structure, and the imposed power of the German occupation. These three 

structures can all be linked to adult power over children.  

However, there is also another dimension of power present in the narrative, and 

that is as Nikolajeva defines it, “the more intricate and psychologically complex: 

experience-innocence” dimension (Power 62). By refusing the character of Annemarie 

all knowledge about the package, and motivating the occurrence through her character´s 

thought, Lowry does not give the fictive character all of the power in this passage of the 

narration, inevitably then showing and repeating an unequal adult-child power structure 

and perhaps in a wider perspective also exhibiting power along the author-young reader 

axis. This would support Nikolajeva´s claim that the only aspect of this phenomenon 

that can vary is the adult author’s ability to “subvert their power position and empower 

the fictive child” (62). Although Lowry previously in the text sets Annemarie and her 

mother as equals, in the context of understanding the resistance movements 

communication strategy based on the need-to-know function, she then reintroduces 

inequality by keeping Annemarie in the dark. Furthermore, Nikolajeva´s claim that 
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“even when a child is occasionally allowed to triumph, it occurs with at least one adult´s 

support”, is illustrated in the narrative when Annemarie takes her mother’s advice to act 

like a “silly empty-headed little girl” when confronted by the soldiers (Power 203; 

Lowry 105).  

The question now is why. Perhaps it is just a reflection of the narrative time and 

place of the story, depicting how adult-child power structures could look like in 

Denmark in the 1940´s, or perhaps it contains a didactic purpose from the author, or 

perhaps a mix of both. 

The first suggestion of accounting for the narrative time and place in history could 

be compromised through Lisabell Hellsten´s findings of how the representations of 

adult-child power structures have changed in children´s literature from the 1970´s to 

2010. Hellsten concludes that a shift can be seen, from an adult authoritarian power in 

books in the 1970´s to a less strict adult power position represented in books from 2010. 

Children are described to have a larger degree of influence in the power relation, and the 

adult characters offer explanations to the rules that they set for the children in the books 

from 2010 as opposed to the books published in the 1970´s (35). Although, the narrative 

time and place in Number the Stars are set in 1940´s Denmark, the character of Uncle 

Henrik uses explanations to Annemarie when she confronts him and accuses the adults 

of lying, he consequently scaffolds her so that Annemarie eventually accepts the need to 

know basis. If we take into account Hellsten´s findings, one could claim that Lowry 

depicts this shift in the adult- child power structure by her character Uncle Henrik. If we 

keep in mind that the novel was released in 1989, the occurrence might reflect Lowry´s 

own narrative time and that this shift had begun to influence children’s books, and that 

it actually might not reflect the Danish society in the 1940´s. 

The second suggestion of a didactic purpose from the author can be traced 

through the portrayal of the second narrative of the Danish resistance movement and its 

impact on the cognitive development of the protagonist, Annemarie. One could claim 

that Lowry uses her narrative skills in order to educate or transmit her own ideological 

values to the intended reader. This is done by trying to recapture the essence of how the 

Danish resistance movement operated in order to keep the participants and the quest 

safe, through a need-to-know basis. With Aristotle’s theory on deep content in mind, 

meaning that characterization through inner focalisation reveals “the underlying themes 

and moral purposes of stories”, one could claim that the deep content of Number the 

Stars revolves around educating children about human decency and equal rights (Barry 
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218). Done, perhaps with childlike innocence/unknowing as the character of 

Annemarie, which, in Lowry´s narrative, enables Annemarie to be brave.  

A definition of bravery is made in the story by Uncle Henrik, before he gives 

Annemarie information of the Resistance movement and the content of the packet: 

“That´s all that brave means – not thinking about the dangers. Just thinking about what 

you must do” (Lowry 123). Once again there is a reference to unknowing, this time 

however in the form of consciously blocking out the fear of danger and not considering 

personal safety for the greater good. Might this stem from Lowry´s military upbringing, 

to protect and serve, which has been a big part of her life, as an American officer’s 

daughter, the wife of a naval officer, and further on the mother of a pilot in the 

American army? Connected to Marxist theory on ideology this could exemplify that 

“writers are formed by their social context”, and that the power of transferred 

ideological values resurfaces through the author’s personal life, in line with Vygotsky´s 

claim that a child´s development is “culture specific” (Barry 152; Hwang and Nilsson 

49). So, in spite of the agenda of a heterodiegetic narration of the historical but fictive 

events in Denmark during the Second World War, Number the Stars could actually 

portray American ideological values, shining through from Lowry´s own upbringing.  

Lowry´s novel could be showing ideological values of sacrificing yourself for the 

greater good and to take a stance against oppression even if it means to endanger your 

own life, done by paying tribute to those who fought in the Danish resistance and the 

Danish society as a whole. It could also show the author´s didactic intention of 

challenging the child readers to question their own ability for bravery, just as the 

character of Annemarie does, and to make the readers aware and think about their own 

social and cultural values and beliefs. According to Jalongo, children’s literature used in 

educational purposes, when teaching global citizenship, has an important role in this 

process by “contributing to the child´s cultural identity and multicultural awareness” 

(qtd.in Bradbery 4). If Number the Stars were to be used in educational purposes it 

could raise the awareness of cultural values and the strength of a society that fought 

against the repressive structure of the German invasion, focusing on the fact that the 

smallest person could make a huge difference. 

However the case, Number the Stars displays a power structure built on 

experience-innocence, as the author holds the knowledge and experiences whilst the 

child reader reflects the innocent and unknowing, just as the adult characters and the 
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child character of Annemarie are portrayed in the story, thus reflecting the inevitable 

feature in children´s literature: the adult author’s power over the intended child reader.  

In the final section of the essay the analysis results will be summarizes from the 

outset of the essays three research questions. 

 

5. Discussion 
 

5.1 Adult power structures connected to the main character 
 

The answer to the essay´s first research question is that Annemarie is affected by four 

levels of power in the novel. The first level of adult-child power structure is parental 

authority. Through the use of Vygotsky´s theory, on how language and culture forms a 

child´s cognitive development, the analysis has showed that Annemarie is affected and 

formed by her parents´ social values. Consequently, the narration of the child character 

then supports Vygotsky´s claim that a child´s cognitive development is “culture 

specific” (Hwang and Nilsson 49). Furthermore, the analysis has shown that Mr. and 

Mrs. Johansen´s support for the Danish King and the resistance movement are 

transferred to Annemarie through “the metaphor of scaffolding” and ultimately forms 

her decision to aid the quest of saving her Jewish friend Ella and her family from the 

relocation (Mitchell and Ziegler 71). Moreover, this represents the second level of adult-

child power in connection to the main character, the power of the Danish societies´ 

ideological structure.  

Both Althusser´s theory´s on representations of inherent social ideology and 

distribution to its members through “interpellation” has been connected to the main 

character in the analysis, along with Foucault´s theory on the maintenance of 

“disciplinary power” through “discursive practices” (Barry 158,170; Hoffman 26). 

Although the Danish society was controlled by the imposed power of the German 

occupation, its social values prevailed through the reinforcement of “normalizing 

judgement” by an act conducted by the Danish King which promoted active but not 

openly displayed resistance towards the imposed Nazi ideology (Hoffman 30). This 

probably also influenced the formation of the resistance movement in Denmark, which, 

through sabotage, tried to obstruct the occupational forces, just as the Danish King did 

when he ordered the destruction of the country´s entire naval fleet before the Germans 

could confiscate it. Consequently, the King´s act and its effects on the members of the 
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Danish society, demonstrate the Neo-Marxist claim that the maintenance of power in a 

society via social power through ideology has more impact than the force from 

repressive structures (Barry 159). 

As previously argued in the analysis, the main character of Annemarie is 

scaffolded by her parents and her uncle to accept and honor the need-to-know basis, 

which is described to be crucial for the survival of the Danish resistance movement. 

This adult guidance can be said to display another dimension of the adult-child power 

structure, the adult power of knowledge over the unknowing powerless child. As 

previously argued in the analysis, Annemarie´s increasing understanding and 

knowledge of the resistance movement intertwines with her cognitive development, thus 

showing Piaget´s term of “equilibration” in the main character, triggering Annemarie´s 

cognitive development which enables her to solve how to refute the German soldier’s 

questioning and frisk search purely by thought. Thus, showing that Annemarie´s 

cognitive development has evolved, her action indicates that she is entering Piaget´s last 

level of cognitive development, the “formal operational stage” (Mitchell and Ziegler 41, 

44). This last stage of development continues throughout a person’s whole life and 

defines a person´s adult capacity of cognitive problem solving. Although Annemarie is 

successful in this specific passage of the novel, and gains power in the knowing- 

unknowing power axis, Lowry then reintroduces the main character as powerless when 

she decides to keep the main character unknowing regarding the content of the hidden 

packet. This brings us to the last representation of adult power connected to the main 

character, the author’s power over the depicted child character.  

As Nikolajeva has pointed out, the narration in itself displays adult power over 

children, but most importantly it also demonstrates a more complicated psychological 

power dimension, consisting of experience-innocence (Power 62). The analysis has 

shown that Lowry uses several narrative techniques in order to empower the child 

character, but that she does not counteract her own adult power position as a narrator by 

reintroducing the unknowing in the child character, and by fulfilling/or repeating the 

traditional progression, which Nikolajeva has identified as the most common in 

children’s stories (Barnbokens byggklossar 37). 

Summing up, the main character of Annemarie is affected by four adult power 

structures in different layers of the novel. The first layer of the plot displays three main 

power structures, namely, parental authority, social ideology (which is represented both 

through the Danish society and through the imposed ideological power of Nazism), and 
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the adult power of experience/knowledge over the innocent/unknowing child (through 

the process of scaffolding). The second layer represents the author´s power over the 

fictive child in the narrative, represented through Lowry´s narrative power, and her 

lacking ability to counteract this power in order to empower the child character. 

 

5.2 Reversal of Power structures in connection with the main 

character 
 

The answer to the second research question is dual. The character of Annemarie is 

described to reverse the power balance at one specific event in the story, when facing 

the German soldiers Annemarie uses her “narrative power” to outsmart them (Bennett 

and Royle 60). In the analysis it has been argued that Annemarie´s narrative power can 

be seen as a powerless child´s opposition and resistance against the strong adult 

narrative, in this specific event symbolized by the German soldiers. Although 

Annemarie takes the power from the adult soldiers in this situation, her action was 

influenced by her mother´s advice to act like a small child if she were to be confronted 

and questioned. Therefore, Annemarie is still influenced and governed by an adult 

power structure, represented by her mother´s parental power, at this specific event in the 

story. This occurrence in the text does not fully enable Annemarie to stand alone as “a 

fully-fledged thinker in a given domain of problem” as she would if the scaffolding 

process had been completed (Mitchell and Ziegler 71). In other words she is still 

dependent on guidance from more experienced persons, and furthermore she is still 

unaware of the packets content which in total sets her as inferior in the 

experience/knowledge- innocent/unknowing power axis. 

Summing up, Annemarie has, on the one hand, power leverage over the adult 

soldiers when she uses her narrative power, and consequently reverses the adult- child 

power structure. But she is still, on the other hand, governed by her mother´s advice 

which indicates that Annemarie has not got all of the power in the passage. This results 

in a dual answer to the second research question, there is a reversal of the power 

structure connected to the protagonist, but the reversal is influenced by an adult´s advice 

on how to handle the situation. And as such the event represents adult power through 

knowledge over the innocent and unknowing child. 
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5.3 Underlying power structures 

The answer to the essay´s last research question is that the narrative reveals that there 

are didactic intentions from the author represented in the text, thus representing the 

author’s power over the intended child reader, as well as the presumable representation 

of American ideology. 

In the analysis it has been argued that Lowry has a didactic intent of educating 

children about human decency and equal rights, consequently then using her narrative 

power to transmit ideological values to the intended child reader. Through the character 

of Uncle Henrik in Number the Stars Lowry makes a definition of what it means to be 

brave. This definition of bravery have been connected to the presumed representation of 

Lowry´s own arbitrary social values, depicting American values and ideology ultimately 

promoting the idea that the smallest person could make a huge difference, by standing 

up for social values, and be willing to sacrifice herself for the greater good. This might 

be a way for Lowry to challenge the child reader to question their own ability for 

bravery, just as the character of Annemarie does. Furthermore, if we take into account 

Hunt´s claim regarding representations of ideology in children´s literature; “it is 

inconceivable that the ideologies permeating those books had no influence on their 

development”, it would be of great importance to discuss such occurrence’s with 

students if the novel Number the Stars were to be used for educational purposes (Hunt 

1).  

Considering the didactic aspects of using Number the Stars for educational 

purposes, the first didactic question concerning what the education includes in content, 

would be answered with the investigation of adult-child power structures in the novel 

which uncover the aspects of social power thorough ideology, human values and human 

rights. The syllabus for English grade 7-9 state that: “In order to deal with spoken 

language and texts, pupils should be given the opportunity to develop their skills in 

relating content to their own experiences, living conditions and interests” (Skolverket 

32). This could be done with a focus on the reality that the Swedish society during the 

recent years has received many people seeking refuge in the country, fleeing from war 

and oppressive regimes. The school environment also reflects this development where 

many children with different cultural backgrounds, religious beliefs and social values 

are a part of the schools´ sociocultural context. In order to raise thoughts and perhaps 

create awareness of what the English syllabus calls “relations and ethical questions” 
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Number the Stars could be very useful (Skolverket 34). As the previous research 

regarding global citizenship education by Jalongo concludes, it could contribute “to the 

child´s cultural identity and multicultural awareness” (qtd. in Bradbery 4). Connected to 

the Swedish curriculum´s aim that the education in English should give the students 

“the opportunity to develop their ability to: reflect over living conditions, social and 

cultural phenomena in different contexts and parts of the world where English is used”, 

the Danish society reflected in Number the Stars would however not fulfill this criterion 

(Skolverket 32). But if the novel is used to uncover underlying ideological values 

represented in the text, the American ideology can be discussed from a narrative 

perspective by portraying the author´s own values, and, approached in this way, the 

novel could be said to fulfill the criterion.  

In connection to children´s literature the adult-child power relation could be 

addressed through the adult author’s power over the intended reader. For it is just as 

Hunt has pointed out: “children are vulnerable, susceptive, and must be protected from 

manipulation” (Hunt 2). Number the Stars could be discussed and analysed in order to 

show this power structure and the students should become aware of underlying 

intentions in the text, and so be educated in the importance of critically approaching 

texts reflecting on who has written the text and why, thus showing the second didactic 

question of how the chosen content could be used for educational purposes. An open 

discussion advocated by teachers is also what Sahlin claims to be a “powerful 

pedagogical tool” in order to challenge and negotiate students´ thoughts and perceptions 

(Sahlin 27, 30). And by using Number the Stars for educational purposes children might 

start questioning some preconceived notions and values which could be presented to 

them by older persons they look up to, news reports, or other media which is the intent 

and answer to the didactic question of why.  

Just as storytelling is by its nature bound up with power so is school education. 

The students can be said to be somewhat powerless regarding the selection of material, 

methods and assigned tasks, where the teacher has not only the power in this endeavor 

but also a great responsibility (Uljens 28). A teacher has to find the right level of 

difficulty when presenting the material in order to encourage new learning, in 

Vygotsky’s terms, the “zone of proximal development”, might reflect the hardest 

challenge for a teacher, to meet all students on their individual level. One could say that 

through the process of “scaffolding” a teacher’s mission is to support the child´s thought 

process pointing out possible solutions to a problem, as in the case of addressing 
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arbitrary values and beliefs through social ideology and power structures represented in 

Number the Stars (Mitchell and Ziegler 71). However, a teacher in the Swedish school 

system is also an object for power, these aspects of power range from the school 

principal to the local municipality and finally to the Swedish government and 

parliament, who through curricula and syllabus decide and control how the education 

should be formed and what goals and aims the students are assessed from. Seen from 

Foucault’s view a student can then be said to be the object of “disciplinary power” from 

the Swedish society´s ideology, being scaffolded by teachers using a “normalizing 

gaze” based on observation and judgment (Hoffman 26, 30). The school system can 

through Althusser´s definition be described as a “state ideological apparatuses” that 

through the practice and use of “social control” aim to create “docile bodies” by 

discipline in order to make the students become a good member of the Swedish 

democratic society (Barry 158; Gutting 82). 

Summing up, the first underlying power structure in Number the Stars is primarily 

a didactic intent from the author to educate children about human decency and equal 

rights, and to question the child reader´s notion of bravery. The second presumed 

underlying power structure might be represented through the author’s transmittance of 

her own arbitrary values through the narrative, promoting American values and 

ideology to the intended reader. 

In conclusion, the analysis has shown that the author has a didactic intent 

regarding the intended child reader through the use of several narrative techniques 

represented in two levels of the text. The first level is the author’s power over the 

intended child reader, seen in two layers of the novel. Firstly, the use of embedded 

stories in the narrative shows that there is a didactic intent of introducing the ideological 

values of the Danish resistance movement in the text. Secondly, the presumed 

transference of underlying American values through the story furthermore indicates a 

didactic intent from the author. The second level of didactic intent is the portrayal and 

maintenance of adult power over children. In the analysis, three layers of adult power 

have been connected to the novel´s main character, parental authority, social ideology, 

and the force of adult experience/knowledge over the innocent/unknowing child. All 

illustrating that a child´s cognitive development is affected and formed by its 

surrounding sociocultural context, in two dimensions, the author’s power over the 

fictive child character and intended child reader, and that the author herself has been 
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influenced and formed as a child in a specific sociocultural context, thus transferring 

arbitrary social values through the text. 

As previously mentioned in the method discussion some of the material related to 

adult –child power structures connected to the main character has been omitted in the 

analysis. Therefore a suggestion for developing and deepening the essay´s content  

would be to include all adult – child power structures in relation to the main character, 

which would enable comparability to other works. This could open up for the 

comparison between other works in the field of children’s literature focusing on the 

representation of power structures and the author’s didactic intent.      
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