MexxayHapoAHbIN Hay4YHbIH XKy pHaJ Ne 35 (100), yactbl
«Hayunbiit ®okyc» Anpens, 2026

THE IMAGE OF THE CHILD IN 21ST-CENTURY ENGLISH SCIENCE FICTION

Kholmatova Mukhlisa

Fergana State University muxlisaxonimomaliyeva@gmail.com +998903003363
Artikov Rustam

Fergana State University +998916679099

Abstract: This article examines the representation of child characters in three
influential works of contemporary English speculative fiction: Never Let Me Go by Kazuo
Ishiguro, The Ocean at the End of the Lane by Neil Gaiman, and La Belle Sauvage by Philip
Pullman. Using qualitative literary analysis informed by childhood studies and
posthumanist theory, the research explores how these narratives construct childhood in
relation to power structures, technological intervention, and moral responsibility. The
findings indicate that contemporary science fiction redefines the child figure as a site of
vulnerability, perception, and ethical agency. Rather than passive symbols, children
function as central narrative agents through whom authors interrogate social systems,
technological ethics, and cultural anxieties about the future. The study demonstrates that
modern science fiction increasingly uses childhood as a critical lens for exploring the
relationship between humanity, technology, and moral responsibility in the twenty-first
century.
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INTRODUCTION

The twenty-first century has been marked by rapid technological development,
global cultural exchange, and increasing ethical debates concerning the future of
humanity. These transformations have profoundly influenced literary production,
particularly speculative genres that examine the consequences of scientific innovation
and social change.

Among these genres, science fiction has evolved into an important cultural space
for exploring philosophical questions about identity, technology, and the boundaries of
humanity (Roberts, 2016). One of the most notable developments in contemporary
science fiction is the growing prominence of the child protagonist. Traditionally, literary
representations of children were shaped by Romantic and Victorian ideals that
associated childhood with innocence, emotional purity, and moral clarity.

Writers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and William Wordsworth portrayed
children as beings closer to nature and uncorrupted by the complexities of adult society
(Cunningham, 2005). However, modern narratives increasingly challenge these
assumptions by placing children in environments defined by technological
experimentation, political conflict, or supernatural forces.
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In contemporary science fiction, children frequently confront situations that test
their emotional resilience and moral understanding.

They may inhabit dystopian societies, become subjects of scientific
experimentation, or serve as mediators between human and non-human worlds. Such
portrayals reflect broader cultural anxieties about technological progress,
environmental instability, and the ethical consequences of scientific innovation (Bould
& Vint, 2011). Despite the increasing presence of children in modern speculative
narratives, the representation of childhood in contemporary science fiction remains
relatively understudied.

Much scholarship focuses on technological themes such as artificial intelligence,
dystopian governance, or posthuman identity, while the specific role of children within
these narratives receives less sustained attention. Yet children often occupy a central
position in science fiction because they symbolize the future of humanity and embody
the consequences of present decisions.

This study investigates how contemporary authors depict children in science
fiction and how these representations reflect cultural and ethical concerns of the
modern world. The analysis focuses on three influential works of speculative fiction:
Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro, The Ocean at the End of the Lane by Neil Gaiman,
and La Belle Sauvage by Philip Pullman.

These novels represent different subgenres—dystopian science fiction, mythic
fantasy, and political fantasy—yet each places the child figure at the center of its
narrative structure. By examining these works through the lens of childhood studies and
posthumanist theory, the article aims to demonstrate how twenty-first-century science
fiction reconceptualizes childhood as a complex intersection of wvulnerability,
perception, and agency.

Methods

This research employs qualitative literary analysis to investigate the
representation of child figures in contemporary science fiction. The methodology
combines close textual reading, comparative analysis, and theoretical interpretation.
First, the study conducts a close reading of the selected novels to identify narrative
patterns related to the depiction of childhood. Particular attention is given to the
psychological characteristics of child protagonists, their relationships with adult
authority, and their interaction with technological or supernatural forces. Second, a
comparative approach is used to identify similarities and differences among the texts.
Although the novels belong to different subgenres of speculative fiction, they all depict
children confronting complex social and ethical challenges.

Comparative analysis therefore allows for a broader understanding of how
contemporary science fiction constructs childhood across different narrative contexts.
Third, the research integrates theoretical perspectives from childhood studies and
posthumanist theory.
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Childhood studies emphasize that childhood is not merely a biological stage but a
cultural construct shaped by social expectations and power relations (James & Prout,
1997). Posthumanist theory, meanwhile, explores how technological and scientific
developments challenge traditional definitions of humanity (Hayles, 1999).

Together, these theoretical frameworks provide a critical lens for analyzing how
modern science fiction uses child characters to explore questions about technological
ethics, social control, and the future of human identity.

Results

The analysis of the selected novels reveals several recurring patterns in the
representation of children in twenty-first-century science fiction.

3.1 Children as Victims of Institutional Control

In Never Let Me Go, child characters grow up in a seemingly peaceful educational
environment that conceals a disturbing social reality. The students of Hailsham
gradually discover that they have been genetically created to serve as organ donors.
Although their childhood appears normal, their lives are predetermined by a system
that denies them autonomy. This narrative highlights the vulnerability of children
within technological and institutional structures. The students internalize the
expectations imposed upon them, demonstrating how social environments can shape
identity and limit resistance. As a result, childhood becomes a controlled condition
rather than a natural stage of development (Ishiguro, 2005).

3.2 Childhood as a Unique Mode of Perception

In The Ocean at the End of the Lane, the child protagonist experiences a world
where imagination and reality intersect. The narrative suggests that children possess a
distinctive form of perception that allows them to recognize emotional and existential
truths ignored by adults. The protagonist confronts supernatural entities that symbolize
fear, loneliness, and betrayal within the adult world. Through mythic imagery and
magical encounters, the novel portrays childhood imagination as a meaningful
interpretive framework rather than a sign of immaturity (Gaiman, 2013).

3.3 Children as Agents of Moral Resistance

In La Belle Sauvage, the child hero Malcolm Polstead becomes involved in a conflict
against an authoritarian religious organization. Unlike passive literary children,
Malcolm demonstrates intellectual curiosity, empathy, and moral courage. His actions
illustrate that children can function as agents of ethical resistance within oppressive
systems. Childhood is therefore presented not only as a stage of vulnerability but also
as a source of moral insight and responsibility (Pullman, 2017).

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that contemporary science fiction significantly
transforms traditional literary representations of childhood. Rather than depicting
children solely as symbols of innocence, modern narratives portray them as complex
individuals navigating technological, political, and existential challenges. One key
development is the association between childhood and technological ethics.
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In dystopian narratives such as Never Let Me Go, children become victims of
scientific experimentation and institutional control. These portrayals reflect real-world
debates about biotechnology, cloning, and medical ethics. Another important theme is
the recognition of childhood as a distinct epistemological perspective. Works such as
The Ocean at the End of the Lane suggest that children perceive aspects of reality that
adults overlook.

This idea challenges the assumption that maturity necessarily produces greater
understanding. Finally, the depiction of child heroes in narratives like La Belle Sauvage
highlights the growing recognition of children as social actors capable of influencing
political and ethical outcomes. Their actions demonstrate that childhood is not merely
preparation for adulthood but an active stage of moral engagement.

Overall, the representation of children in twenty-first-century science fiction
reflects broader cultural concerns about technological progress, authority, and the
future of humanity. By placing children at the center of speculative narratives,
contemporary authors explore how the next generation may respond to the ethical
challenges created by modern society.
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