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Abstract 

 

Whilst there is an abundance of research which focuses upon the gendered identity of 

the tomboy, including the manner in which it is characterised throughout children’s 

literature, these debates have yet to be comprehensively framed through the lens of 

adventure geographies. This study therefore implements a poststructural feminist 

thematic analysis upon a sample of five popular fictional children’s works in order to 

investigate the ways in which the literary characterisation of the tomboy is inherently 

encompassed in the construction of gendered geographies of adventure, and to recognise 

tomboyism as a contextually specific and differentiated form of identification. The 

principal findings of this paper are that the literary portrayal of the tomboy is 

consistently tied to the spatial privileging of masculinities over femininities, and that the 

characterisation is also a fundamental mechanism through which ‘wild’ rural adventure 

spaces are masculinised. This is argued on the basis that tomboys appear to only gain 

access to these ruralities through their possession of conventionally masculinised 

attributes, whilst their juxtaposed feminised (“girly girl”) counterparts are 

systematically excluded from these spaces, and consequently unable to partake in 

adventurous physical exploration in a comparable manner. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Simultaneously contentious and celebrated, the archetypal figure of the tomboy has 

pervaded the field of children’s literature for generations, embodying girlhood rebellion 

against the traditional confines of femininity (Abate, 2008a). Whilst the role and 

gendered dynamics of this characterisation have been widely theorised in regards to a 

multitude of fictional works, this study will aim to break new ground by specifically 

exploring how the literary construction of tomboyism actively entrenches gendered 

geographies of adventure. The relationship between adventure geographies and 

children’s fiction has previously been cohesively discussed by Phillips (1997), but it 

will be argued throughout this dissertation that there is a need to consider exactly how 

literary tomboyism is frequently implicit in both the privileging of masculinities and in 

the construction of inherently masculinised spaces of adventure. In other words, it will 

be contended that tomboy characters are predominantly only able to behave 

adventurously and successfully navigate ‘wild’ rural spaces because they possess 

conventionally masculine attributes (Jones, 1999), and in turn that these spaces are 

themselves masculinised, subsequently excluding female characters who present as 

stereotypically feminine. This dissertation will consequently pose the idea that it is 

perhaps inadequate to solely praise the transgressive nature of tomboys’ gender 

nonconformity, as there is a need to acknowledge how the characterisation in fact 

appears to spatially perpetuate the traditional hierarchical polarisation of masculinities 

and femininities.  

 

This paper will make these claims based upon the detailed reading and thematic analysis 

of a concise sample of children’s books, all of which narrate the adventures of their 

respective tomboy protagonists: Caddie Woodlawn (Brink, 1935), Five on a Treasure 

Island (Blyton, 1942), Pippi Longstocking (Lindgren, 1945), Bridge to Terabithia 

(Paterson, 1977) and The Story of Tracy Beaker (Wilson, 1991). This analysis is also 

underpinned by a poststructural feminist epistemology, so as to centralise the 

recognition of gendered inequalities as well as appreciate the contextually specific and 

differential expression of tomboyism across each of these texts. The first research 

question which this analysis will attempt to answer therefore considers how exactly 

tomboyism is characterised throughout the sample, whilst the second question goes on 
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to deliberate how this characterisation is inherently encompassed in the manifestation of 

gendered geographies of adventure within each of the fictional works. The third 

research question contemplates how the construction of tomboyism can subsequently be 

debatably deemed to either transgress or sustain the conventional gender binary, and the 

fourth question finally considers how gendered geographies of adventure may not only 

be identifiable in regards to the masculinisation of ‘wild’ ruralities, but also through a 

tomboy’s internalised and embodied imaginative escapism.  

 

2. Literature Review 

 

In order to begin to consider how the characterisation of the tomboy constructs 

gendered geographies of adventure within children’s literature, it is necessary to first 

ground this question by framing it within the broader context of existing influential 

research. The areas of research which will be explored in this literature review are 

therefore focused upon the analysis of the wider role of gender and the construction of 

gendered spaces in children’s literature, the sociocultural identification of the tomboy, 

and also more specifically the manifestation and characterisation of such tomboyism 

within literature which is predominantly aimed towards girls. These fields of study will 

be evaluated alongside distinct research that concerns geographies of adventure, 

particularly in regards to how gendered adventure narratives have been conveyed 

extensively through historical literary works. If we are to note the prevalence of such 

adventure stories within the realm of children’s literature, and the seemingly significant 

degree to which these adventures, when geared towards female readers, involve a 

protagonist who identifies as – or is identified as – a tomboy, it becomes evident that 

there is an existing interconnection between these spheres of study, which indicates the 

fact that it is highly valuable to explore this interconnection in more detail. In this 

manner, the overarching intention of this review is to demonstrate the space which lies 

between studies surrounding the construction of the tomboy and studies which centre 

upon geographies of adventure, and to articulate the importance of traversing this space.  
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2.1. Gender in Children’s Literature 

 

Given that the foundations of this research project lie in the in depth analysis of 

spatialised gender relations within children’s literature, it is useful to begin by 

considering the ways in which investigative research into gender has been previously 

undertaken by a multitude of researchers upon fictional children’s works. Two of the 

first notable pioneering studies regarding the role of gender in children’s literature were 

carried out by Nilsen (1971), who sampled the eighty titles which were nominees or 

winners of the esteemed annual picture book Caldecott Award between 1951 and 1970, 

and by Weitzman et al. (1972), who similarly focused upon nominees or winners of the 

same award between 1967 and 1971. Both of these articles pay attention to the literal 

numerical representation of identifiable female characters, and both determine that 

female characters are significantly underrepresented in comparison to male characters, 

with Weitzman et al. highlighting a ratio of one illustrated female to every eleven males. 

These studies do go on to also problematize the specific forms of female 

characterisation which are present in these stories, as they each identify that female 

characters generally only constitute a tokenistic presence and appear largely in passive 

and stereotypically feminine roles, which as Weitzman et al. articulate, renders them 

supporting figures in tales of overtly ‘male adventures’. These initial explorations into 

gender relations within children’s literature have influenced much of the research which 

has since been conducted within this field, as successive studies have continued to 

utilise content analysis and centre their attention upon the underrepresentation (albeit 

somewhat improved) and sustained subordinate portrayal of female characters. This is 

evident through the work of Allen et al. (1993) and more recently Hamilton et al. 

(2006), which both involved a content analysis approach that sampled winners of the 

Caldecott Award.  

 

Whilst this predominant research trend is valuable in the sense that it has illustrated how 

children’s literature continues to be a pivotal mechanism through which children’s 

gender roles are socialised, both reflecting and reifying societal gender norms 

(Kortenhaus & Dermarest, 1993), it is arguably limited by the extent to which it 

generalises and overlooks the contextually specific manner in which gender and 
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differing forms of femininity may be constructed by individual narratives (Clark, 2002). 

A cohesive critique upon the use of such content analysis has also been articulated by 

Marshall (2004), who takes a similar position to Clark, but also problematizes how the 

perspective of these studies consistently ‘privileges certain traits, such as active or 

strong’, which are themselves inherently masculinised. In other words, this approach 

ultimately makes the implicit assumption that gendered inequalities and stereotyping 

within children’s literature can simply be solved by increasing the proportion of female 

characters that are represented in dominant lead roles, and possess conventionally 

masculinised traits, which in turn enable them to engage more substantially with wider 

masculinised adventure narratives. Marshall’s assertion is therefore particularly relevant 

to this paper, as it can be argued that the prevalence and frequently celebrated presence 

of tomboy characters within children’s literature epitomises this debatably problematic 

process, although this will be discussed in more detail at a later stage. In this manner, 

this dissertation will aim to move beyond the limited analytical approach that has been 

popularised by a multitude of publications within this field. This will primarily be 

achieved through an in depth focus upon specific and contextually differentiated 

expressions of femininity and tomboyism across a small range of publications, but also 

through the articulation that the mere presence of masculinised lead female characters 

may not be a completely substantive challenge to the gender binary that continues to 

pervade children’s literature.  

 

2.2. Tomboyism as a Sociocultural Identity 

 

Moving on from this debate, it is necessary to discuss the distinct sphere of research 

which concerns the construction of tomboyism as a form of identity in itself. One of the 

first influential queer theory academics within this field was Halberstam (1995), who 

has recognised tomboyism as a form of ‘female masculinity’ which is distinct in the 

sense that it is temporally confined to the phase of childhood, and is perhaps the only 

eventuality in which girls’ possession of conventionally masculinised traits (such as 

unruliness or courageousness) is societally accepted and even praised. Halberstam 

elaborates upon this, describing how tomboyism is widely perceived as girls simply 

expressing a ‘”natural” desire for the greater freedoms and mobilities enjoyed by boys’. 

This will essentially be reaffirmed by the findings of this dissertation, as it transpires 
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that the literary tomboy figures in question are generally able to partake in adventurous 

physical exploration alongside their male counterparts as a direct result of their 

masculinised attributes.  

 

Whilst some have focused upon the manner in which tomboyism may be a transgressive 

form of childhood self-identification, as from one perspective it does embody the 

rejection of the conventional gender binary and the notion that girls should present as 

overtly feminine (Craig & Lacroix, 2011; Wilkinson, 2000), other theorists have taken a 

similar perspective to Halberstam and explored the further complexities which lie 

within the construction of this identity. Thorne (1993) and Kimmel (2004) have for 

example articulated that masculine girls are much more likely to be culturally and 

parentally tolerated than boys who possess typically feminised traits. Thorne goes on to 

theorise that this is perhaps a result of tomboys being implicitly viewed in a positive 

light for their acquisition of masculinity and rejection of femininity, because the former 

is socially constructed as superior to the latter. This concept has been demonstrated in 

practice by Reay (2001), who found that amongst a class of British schoolgirls, the 

practice of identifying as a tomboy inherently encompassed ‘a devaluing of traditional 

notions of femininity’, as it was accompanied by the frequent assertion that “boys are 

better than girls”; an attitude which is echoed by several literary tomboys studied within 

this research project.  

 

Halberstam’s (1995) understanding of tomboyism as an embodiment of ‘female 

masculinity’ has been critiqued for instance by Paechter (2006), who takes issue with 

the manner in which their  approach does not explore what masculinity consists of in 

itself, but rather reifies and concretises our preconceived notions of what it means to 

behave in a masculine manner. Paechter’s reservations have however been countered by 

Francis (2010), who acknowledges the possible complications which lie in simply 

categorising certain actions and traits as masculine or feminine, yet states that we must 

recognise gender in terms of the ‘analysis of performed behaviour’ as Halberstam does 

(as initially proposed by Butler (1990)), and not alternately ‘via the body’. Francis 

argues that it is only through this approach that we able to challenge the traditional 

essentialising assumption that masculinity is synonymous with male bodies or that 

femininity is synonymous with female bodies. This dissertation therefore employs 
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Francis’ perspective, as it determines gendered identity through the analysis of 

behaviours and attributes which are predetermined as inherently masculine, and is 

consequently ideologically aligned with studies which highlight the interconnection 

between female masculinity and ‘feminine-to-masculine transgenderism’ (Wickman, 

2003). It is thus arguable that a research project focusing upon female masculinity is of 

particular contextual significance today, as it can ideally contribute to contemporary 

debates within the field of feminist geography surrounding transgender and non-binary 

gender identities, such as Browne et al.’s (2010) study. 

 

 It can perhaps be argued that the majority of studies cited within this section of the 

literature review are limited by their treatment of tomboyism as a homogenised and 

undifferentiated construction, lacking a critical consideration of how, in reality, the 

identities of tomboys may be contextually individualised. This research project will 

therefore aim to draw upon the work of Paechter & Clark (2007), who articulate that 

tomboyism is a ‘localised’ and geographically contingent form of identification, and 

this will be acknowledged through the appreciation of each literary tomboy’s distinct 

characterisation. Furthermore, this dissertation will ultimately aim to illustrate how it 

may be insufficient to simply analyse tomboy identities in isolation, and rather that it is 

vital to understand how female masculinities are constructed in direct relation and 

opposition to female femininities – in other words, “girly girls”. Whilst this concept has 

been articulated by several theorists (Holland & Harpin, 2015; Paechter, 2010; Reay, 

2001), it is arguably not communicated to a strong enough extent across the bulk of 

tomboyism studies, and will therefore be considered a central focus of this analysis.  

 

2.3. Tomboyism in Children’s Literature 

 

As an array of research surrounding the sociocultural construction of the tomboy has 

now been explored, it is necessary to subsequently consider how such conceptions of 

tomboyism have been theorised specifically in relation to children’s literature, as they 

will be by this paper. The preliminary study which pioneered this approach was 

undertaken by Levstik (1983), and examined the characterisation of popular tomboy 

figures from 1920’s and 1930’s American literature, including Caddie from Caddie 

Woodlawn (Brink, 1935). Levstik comments upon the manner in which these characters 
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frequently denounce and condemn conventional expressions of femininity and girlhood, 

instead aspiring to participate in traditionally masculinised activities and behaviours 

alongside their male counterparts. Abate (2008a) develops upon this notion in her 

seminal work Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History, noting how such tomboys may 

themselves transgress the contextual gender roles that permeate their imagined societies, 

but are nonetheless operative in the wider perpetuation of the traditional gender binary. 

This is due to the fact that their very existence is ultimately founded upon the enforced 

hierarchical separation of polarised masculinities and femininities; an assertion which 

will prove to be incredibly relevant within this dissertation’s literary analysis. 

 

Abate’s work additionally details the fluctuating portrayal of tomboyism throughout 

American literary history, illustrating how the identity of each figure is deeply 

personalised and embodied, yet simultaneously reflective of the era from which it 

emerged. This is exemplified through literary tomboyism’s trajectory from ‘the figure 

of the hoyden in the mid-nineteenth century’ (such as Little Women’s Jo March (Alcott, 

1868)) to ‘the emergence of the “Girl Power” movement on the eve of the millennium’. 

Abate not only documents the multiplicities and contingencies of the tomboy identity, 

but also highlights how these narratives have consistently drawn upon intersecting 

cultural notions of whiteness and otherness, which demonstrates the need to perceive 

the characterisation of the tomboy as inherently racialized as well as gendered (Abate, 

2006, 2011). Whilst literary tomboy narratives have historically been pivotal in the 

popularised construction of ‘white tomboyism’ (both overtly and implicitly), this 

dissertation will also specifically explore the racial complexities and inconsistencies 

which permeate Brink’s (1935) Caddie Woodlawn, where gender nonconformity is 

consistently paralleled with perceived racial otherness (Abate, 2008b).  

 

Whilst the work of Levstik (1983) and Abate (2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2011) has evidently 

alluded to the fact that literary expressions of tomboyism habitually reinforce the 

traditional dichotomy between masculinity and femininity, as well as the assertion that 

the former is inherently more desirable and praiseworthy than the latter, other theorists 

have remained focused upon the progressive capability of tomboy characters to 

challenge and usurp the traditional expectations and pressures of gender conformity. 

Simons (2010) has for instance celebrated George’s resolute rejection of all things 



10 
 

140172441 

 

feminised in Five on a Treasure Island (Blyton, 1942), whilst Harper (2007) has drawn 

attention to the radical manner in which literary female masculinities have demonstrated 

the possibility to dislocate ‘the connection between sex and gender’ and therefore 

temporarily displace hegemonic masculinity. Whilst it is, in one respect, essential to 

acknowledge such potentials of literary tomboyism, it is arguably also vital to contend 

that both Simons’ and Harper’s studies reflect a disregard for the inherent privileging of 

masculinity which so frequently occurs through the depiction and formulation of these 

characters’ identities.  

 

One of the most significant ways in which this research project will aim to bring a new 

dimension to the study of tomboyism in children’s literature is through its explicit 

consideration of how this characterisation is constructed in an intrinsically spatialised 

manner. Mitchell & Rentschler (2016) have for instance highlighted the value which 

lies in centring the role of space and place in the theorisation of ‘girlhoods’, and in a 

comparable vein this research project will not only articulate the degree to which 

individual expressions of tomboyism are differentiated through their localised spatial 

embeddedness, but also more specifically the often profound relationship between 

tomboys and rural space. This crucial concept has been explored by Jones (1999), who 

hypothesises that tomboys are only able to physically navigate these ruralities by virtue 

of their masculinised attributes, as rural spaces are themselves inherently masculinised 

and thus unable to fully accommodate femininity, which will be evidenced by the 

striking incapacity of fictional “girly-girls” to engage with such spaces throughout the 

texts sampled by this paper. As these idyllic ruralities, as well as the interrelated 

concept of “wilderness”, are heavily associated with a commonly romanticised notion of 

childhood, Jones goes on to conclude that childhood is therefore itself masculinised, and 

that a girl’s acquisition of feminised attributes marks their progression into adulthood 

and becoming a respectable ‘lady’.  

 

2.4. Geographies of Adventure 

 

In order to draw together the different strands of analysis that compose this research 

project, it is vital to finally consider studies which relate to geographies of adventure, as 

these theorisations will be utilised to explore exactly how the literary characterisation of 
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the tomboy is spatialised and inherently geographical in its implications. Whilst this 

area of research is arguably understudied, the interconnection between the field of 

geography and the concept of adventure has for instance been investigated by Driver 

(2001), who highlights the traditional association of the British geographical discipline 

with colonial ‘cultures of exploration’ and the historical imagination of empire. This 

dissertation will, however, largely draw upon the work of Phillips (1997), who has 

considered how geographies of adventure are constituted specifically through 

‘adventure stories’, which often take the form of children’s literature, and furthermore 

how these narratives are themselves inherently gendered. Phillips has for instance 

countered Green’s (1990) claims that the presence of women and girls in such adventure 

stories has historically been largely anomalous and almost entirely marginalised, instead 

noting that late 19th century children’s literature in fact entailed a substantial number of 

actively adventurous protagonists; a trend which has continued onwards to the present 

day (for instance through the literary popularisation of the tomboy archetype). This is 

for example evidenced by the popularity of Bessie Marchant’s fictional work in the late 

Victorian era, and Phillips describes how through this she devised spaces of adventure 

which ‘were not exclusively ‘boys own’ spaces’, but were rather able to accommodate 

strong female characters, thus transgressing the preconceived distinctions between the 

roles and places of ‘men and women, masculinities and femininities’.  

 

Whilst an acknowledgement of the active and significant presence of female characters 

in adventure narratives is essential, as this has clearly challenged the traditional 

maleness of adventure spaces, this dissertation will ultimately aim to query Phillips’ 

(1997) assertion that ‘adventure is not intrinsically masculinist’. Although it will be 

evidenced that the female tomboy characters analysed in this paper do indeed exist 

within spaces of adventure, it will further be argued that their ability to access and 

navigate these spaces is predominantly facilitated by their possession of masculinised 

attributes. If it can therefore be contended that female characters largely require 

masculinisation in order to meaningfully interact with spaces of adventure, it can 

perhaps too be hypothesised that these spaces are in fact largely masculinised 

themselves, and that while they may be accessible to some females, they are perhaps 

inhospitable to femininity. It is necessary at this point to return to Jones’ (1999) focus 

on the relationship between tomboys and ruralities, as it will emerge through the course 
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of this papers’ literary thematic analysis that the spaces of adventure accessed by 

tomboys are predominantly rural. It is therefore also necessary to engage with research 

which specifically concerns the relationship between gender and ruralities, for instance 

Little & Austin’s (1996) applicable assertion that the very construction of the ‘rural 

idyll’ intrinsically encompasses ‘patriarchal gender relations’, and Campbell & Bell’s 

(2000) consideration of the significant interconnection between rural spaces and the 

production of hegemonic masculinity. Whilst many have focused on the need to 

recognise the othered and ‘hidden’ women and girls who do navigate and reclaim these 

spaces (Cloke & Little, 1997; Little, 2006; Gottschall, 2014), perhaps such as tomboy 

figures, this dissertation will contend that femininities nonetheless appear to be ‘out of 

place’ (Cresswell, 1992) in rural spaces of adventure, even if it is acknowledged that 

girls as a whole are not entirely excluded.  

 

3. Methodology 

 

The primary method of data collection for this research took the form of a detailed 

qualitative analysis upon a strategically selected range of fictional children’s works, all 

of which include a female protagonist who is overtly defined as a tomboy by the author, 

or who is recognisably portrayed as possessing a series of conventionally masculinised 

traits. The value that lies in the geographical examination of fictional textual sources has 

been asserted by Aitken (2005), who describes the manner in which literature is able to 

embody ‘the geographic imagination’ of writers. This not only illustrates the fact that 

fictional books are a culturally fundamental means through which spatialised concepts 

(such as gender) are communicated and reified, but also denotes the idea that such 

literary analysis is a highly rewarding, if perhaps somewhat underutilised, form of 

geographical research. To recap, the selection of titles utilised in this analysis therefore 

comprised Caddie Woodlawn (Brink, 1935), Five on a Treasure Island (Blyton, 1942), 

Pippi Longstocking (Lindgren, 1945), Bridge to Terabithia (Paterson, 1977) and The 

Story of Tracy Beaker (Wilson, 1991). This chapter will discuss and aim to justify the 

research methods that were used over the course of this study, detailing the employment 

of thematic analysis, the manner in which this has been underpinned by a poststructural 

feminist epistemology, the accompanied visual analysis of literary illustrations, and the 

encompassed implications of researcher positionality.  
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In order to explain how and why the sample for this analysis was selected, it is 

necessary to again draw upon the work of Clark (2002), who as discussed in the 

literature review, critiques the manner in which content analysis, along with its 

encompassed female character ‘counting’, has traditionally been the research method of 

choice in the majority of studies that specifically concern the role of gender in 

children’s literature (Allen et al., 1993; Hamilton et al., 1996; Nilsen, 1971; Weitzman 

et al., 1972). Whilst alternative methods have been utilised with greater regularity since 

this critique, which is evident for example through McCallum & Stephens’ (2011) focus 

on ‘narrative discourse’ and the implicit role of gendered ideologies in the writing and 

reading of children’s fiction, the content analysis approach does still appear to deeply 

permeate the research field. This is apparent for instance through a fairly recent study 

carried out by McCabe et al. (2011), which again utilises the popularised content 

analysis method and similarly applies it to a large sample of children’s literature, 

including an extensive range of Caldecott Award winners. It can thus be contended that 

a disproportionate amount of gender based research on children’s fiction has been 

drawn from a narrow collection of officially recognised and historically well-esteemed 

American picture books, and thus comprises an undoubtedly incomplete representation 

of children’s literature, which in reality has far greater breadth and variation. This 

research project subsequently did not revolve around a stringent sample of 

predetermined award-winning fiction, but rather sampled a less strictly bound set of 

titles, dictated both by the influence and inspiration of previous research into 

tomboyism in children’s literature (as, for example, Levstik (1983) and Abate (2008a, 

2008b) have analysed Caddie Woodlawn in this manner) and by researcher 

positionality, in regards to prior personal familiarity with particular tomboy narratives 

(as in the case of Tracy Beaker). 

 

Effort was taken to ensure that the sample still incorporated a reasonable range of 

publication dates, extending from 1935 to 1991, and a greater degree of historic and 

contemporary non-American literature than the majority of cited previous studies in the 

field of literary analysis. These choices were largely made in order to recognise and 

analyse tomboyism as a multifaceted, temporally and spatially contingent form of 

identification (Paechter & Clarke, 2007). Whilst this did geographically diversify the 
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sample to some extent, it must be noted that the incorporation of British fiction (Five on 

a Treasure Island (Blyton, 1942) and The Story of Tracy Beaker (Wilson, 1991)) and 

Swedish fiction (Pippi Longstocking (Lindgren, 1945)) still inevitably means that this 

study is in itself limited by its Eurocentrism and inherent whiteness. Whilst some 

contemporary studies specifically exploring the intersection of tomboyism and black 

girlhood have been conducted, for instance by Lane-Steele (2011), it remains a reality 

that the archetype of the tomboy is generally implicitly racialized as white in popular 

culture (Abate, 2008a, 2008b), which is in turn reflected and reproduced by prominent 

children’s literature, and is thus a feature of the fictional works which were utilised in 

this analysis. A degree of standardisation was also implemented over the sample 

through the strategic inclusion of only the most recently published editions of each of 

the fictional works, which does however arguably entail another limitation, as this 

approach does not consider the politically motivated historical altercations and 

omissions that may have been made to these texts since they were first published. As 

this paper is concerned with exactly how tomboyism is characterised and constructed in 

relation to gendered geographies of adventure within each book, rather than for instance 

how these books have been contextually interpreted by readers over time, it can be 

maintained that the analysis of these texts in their most contemporary formats is a fitting 

and sufficiently productive approach. 

 

As this dissertation’s literary investigation intentionally avoided the content analysis 

approach, it instead employed the thematic analysis method. This involved a deep and 

thorough reading of the strategically concise text selection, rather than a shallow and 

generalised overview of an extensive range of literature, and subsequently the coding of 

these five books according to salient themes, some of which were determined before the 

books had been analysed, and some of which emerged over the course of their 

examination (Guest et al., 2012; Jackson, 2001). As will be expanded upon in the 

analysis chapter, these predetermined themes consisted of the characterisation of the 

tomboy and the construction of gendered geographies of adventure, whilst the emergent 

themes comprised race and colonialism, as well as social class and deprivation. It 

should also be articulated that this thematic analysis has been underpinned by a 

poststructural feminist epistemology, which takes inspiration from Wilkie-Stibbs (2002) 

and from the work of Marshall (2004), who asserts that a feminist ‘poststructural lens’ 
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enables a theorisation of ‘girlhood as a socially constituted category’ and allows us to 

perceive the literary archetype as ‘less a static figure than as a contested character 

whose representation engages with competing discourses of femininity’. The merits of a 

poststructural approach to the analysis of children’s literature have also been noted by 

Hunt (2005), who asserts the manner in which it acknowledges and ‘emphasises 

instability’. The ‘poststructural lens’ is therefore highly applicable to this dissertation, 

as it will prove vital to regard the gendered identity of the tomboy as a contextually 

specific characterisation, constructed in a differential manner across individual 

narratives. A feminist framework also centralises the recognition of spatially manifested 

gender hierarchies (Sunderland, 2011), and thus enables this paper to ultimately theorise 

that the characterisation of the tomboy is implicit in the construction of gendered 

geographies of adventure, where masculinity is inherently privileged. 

 

This dissertation’s thematic analysis and poststructural feminist grounding has not only 

encompassed the textual element of each of the five books, but also the accompanied 

illustrations, as they act as a visual ‘code of representation’ for the messages and 

implicit notions which permeate the narratives, and even ‘show us that events are not 

exactly as the words describe them’ (Nodelman, 2005). The culturally and 

geographically motivated analysis of visual sources, such as illustrations, has been 

cohesively discussed by Crang (2003) and also Rose (2007), who asserts that ‘visual 

representations have their own effects’, for instance in conveying the characterisation of 

tomboyism and reifying gendered geographies of adventure in the context of this 

research project. Rose also distinguishes between the distinct sites at which an image 

can exert measurable effects: the site of its production, the site of its reception and ‘the 

site of the image itself’. This paper’s analysis has thus focused on the latter site, as 

emphasis is placed upon the consideration of how literary illustrations evoke patriarchal 

relations (or otherwise politicised notions) within the specific contexts of the texts 

themselves. This visual analysis should, however, be perceived as an intrinsic aspect of 

the previously discussed thematic analysis rather than as something distinctly separate, 

because the illustrations have been analysed and selected in regards to how they interact 

with each of the distinct themes, and will accordingly be thematically interspersed 

throughout the sections of the following chapter.  
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It is necessary to conclude this methodology chapter with a note on the significance of 

researcher positionality, as my own identity as a white, gender conforming woman 

cannot be dissected from the manner in which tomboyism is interpreted and discussed 

as an inherently gendered and implicitly white characterisation throughout this paper. 

Whilst this is an inescapable reality of qualitative research of this nature, it should 

nonetheless be articulated from a perspective of ‘feminist reflexivity’, so as to avoid 

naturalising the conclusions which are reached or privileging the knowledge of the 

researcher (Rose, 1997).  

 

4. Results & Analysis 

 

This chapter will detail the findings which emerged over the course of this research 

project and demonstrate how the implementation of a poststructural feminist thematic 

analysis, as well as the accompanied visual evaluation of complementary illustrations, 

was able to pose substantive answers to the research questions laid out in the opening 

chapter. To reiterate, the first question concerns the manner in which tomboyism is 

characterised throughout children’s literature, whilst the second question entails a 

deliberation of how exactly this characterisation is a fundamental mechanism through 

which gendered geographies of adventure are spatially entrenched within the sampled 

texts. The third question involves the consideration of how throughout this process, the 

pervasive tomboy archetype can in turn be debatably perceived to either transgress or 

perpetuate contextually conventional gender roles. Finally, the fourth question 

contemplates how these discernible gendered geographies of adventure are perhaps not 

solely materialised externally, whereby a tomboy figure’s ability to partake in the 

physical exploration of ‘wild’ open spaces is facilitated by their masculinised attributes, 

but are in fact also embodied internally, encompassing imaginative adventure through 

mental and emotional escapism. The results of this research project, alongside their 

evaluation, will thus be presented in a series of subsections, each of which will concern 

a theme that was utilised in the initial thematic analysis of the texts.  

 

The first theme which will be covered within this chapter therefore solely encompasses 

the gendered characterisation of tomboyism itself (in instances where it doesn’t have an 
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explicitly geographical expression within the text), whilst the second theme concerns 

the evident presence of gendered geographies of adventure. Although these two strands 

will initially be presented distinctly, it is their inherent interconnection which 

constitutes the crux of this dissertation’s findings, and they can thus be deemed the 

principal themes of analysis and discussion. Two more themes will subsequently be 

explored in detail: race and colonialism, and social class and deprivation. Both of these 

themes are in some respect relevant to the wider characterisation of tomboyism and its 

interrelation to gendered geographies of adventure throughout the literature, although 

they are evident and significant to varying degrees within each of the fictional works. 

This is apparent, for example, through the manner in which Tracy’s tomboyism in The 

Story of Tracy Beaker (Wilson 1991) is in part a consequence of her social class and 

lack of access to feminised commodities, whereas in comparison, Caddie’s tomboyism 

in Caddie Woodlawn (Brink, 1935) is markedly racialized and conveyed as a result of 

her disobedient associations with native American people, contextually embedded in a 

romanticised narrative of European colonialism. In this respect, the chapter’s following 

dissection of these six themes will present a detailed illustration of the differentiated and 

contingent ways in which tomboyism is characterised and constructed as an inherently 

gendered identity, evoking the poststructural feminist approach that was previously 

discussed in the methodology chapter.  

 

Before the thematic analysis and the accompanied visual analysis of literary illustrations 

is explored at greater length, it is necessary to provide an introductory overview to each 

of the five fictional children’s works, along with their respective tomboy protagonists, 

that will be utilised in this discussion. Commencing chronologically, Caddie Woodlawn 

(Brink, 1935) is a story set in Wisconsin in 1864, during the era of the American Civil 

War, which is spatially politicised through the characterisation of Caddie’s tomboyism. 

The book centres upon her adventurous relationship with the ‘wild’ idyllic Midwestern 

prairies, strongly asserting her masculinised attributes and distaste for the conventions 

of femininity, whilst also interweaving a racially problematic depiction of Native 

American peoples. Five on a Treasure Island (Blyton, 1942) is a classic adventure tale, 

set in the fictional coastal village of Kirrin Bay in Dorset, which portrays an 

intrinsically privileged and archetypal ideal of traditional English childhood. The 

protagonist of this story, George, is similarly characterised as a physically adventurous 
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and brave tomboy, but arguably to a greater extent than any of the other figures 

throughout this discussion, as she is consistently portrayed as being staunchly gender 

non-conformist. Whilst Pippi Longstocking (Lindgren, 1945) was published at a similar 

point in history, this book is distinguished by its equivocal Swedish setting and the 

manner in which it depicts adventure in relation to Pippi’s eccentricity. Her tomboyism 

is perhaps less overt than in the cases of some of the other tomboys in this analysis, but 

it is still discernible through her lack of conventionally feminised traits, and through her 

fearless sense of independence. Bridge to Terabithia (Paterson, 1977) is seemingly set 

during a similar period to which it was published in the fictional rural location of Lark 

Creek, Virginia, and it surrounds the intense friendship which emerges between a ten 

year old boy named Jesse Aarons and his new neighbour, Leslie Burke. The adventure 

which characterises this tale is largely inspired by Leslie’s untameable imagination, 

which exists alongside her courageous sense of ease in the exploration of physically 

rugged environments. Finally, The Story of Tracy Beaker (Wilson, 1991) is a relatively 

contemporary and culturally popularised story which takes place in a British children’s 

home, in an otherwise unspecified location and time period. Tracy is systematically 

perceived by the adults around her as disobedient, chaotic and ill-mannered, all of 

which conveys her apparent tomboyism, but she escapes this demonization through the 

imagined feminised adventures which take place within her own head.  

 

4.1. The Characterisation of Tomboyism 

 

To begin, the ways in which tomboyism itself is conveyed and characterised within 

each of these fictional works will thus be analysed, as it is undoubtedly a pivotal feature 

of each of the texts sampled, and subsequently grounds this paper as a whole. It will 

firstly be considered how, throughout these texts, tomboyism is consistently devised and 

reinforced in relation to the possession of conventionally masculinised traits, alongside 

the distinctive absence of stereotypically feminised traits (Halberstam, 1995). In Caddie 

Woodlawn, Caddie for instance displays an inaptitude for domestic duties and the 

practice of ‘women’s work’ (Delap, 2011), clumsily smashing a dish and spilling 

“applesauce all over the kitchen floor”, before being told by her mother “that she had 

better run and play” outside with the boys instead (p. 120). Similarly, in Pippi 

Longstocking, Pippi is seemingly unable to perform feminised housework in a 
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conventional or befitting manner, it is described that whilst making pancakes, “she took 

out three eggs and flung them into the air”, one of which “fell on her head and broke, 

and the yolk ran down into her eye” (p. 9).  

 

Whilst both of these incidences depict the tomboys’ habitual subversion of gender 

conformity and their everyday rejection of feminised behavioural conventions, they can 

only be fully understood as indicators of tomboyism when their presence is articulated 

in direct relation to simultaneous expressions of overtly masculinised behaviour. In 

Pippi Longstocking, Pippi’s outlandish physical strength is repeatedly asserted as her 

most definitive characteristic; she is “so strong that in all the world there was no 

policeman as strong as she” (p. 4). Here, Pippi’s masculinisation allows her to compete 

with an archetypal figure of patriarchal authority, and enables her to transgress 

commonly preconceived notions surrounding the physical capabilities of girls. This 

transgression is not only communicated through the text, but is also visually reinforced, 

as displayed in Figure 1, by an illustration which depicts Pippi picking up a policeman 

with seeming ease, much to his astonishment. It is thus clear that when gender is 

theorised in terms of ‘performed behaviour’ (Butler, 1990; Francis, 2010), it is possible 

to envisage how, in one sense, instances of tomboyism within children’s literature can 

indeed progressively validate and normalise expressions of gender nonconformity, as 

considered in the literature review (Craig & Lacroix, 2011; Wilkinson, 2000).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1: Pippi carries a policeman. (p.25) 
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Whilst this argument surrounding the positive potentials of literary female masculinity 

must be acknowledged and evidenced, this paper will aim to support the conflicting 

notion that the characterisation of tomboyism can and should itself be problematized. 

As previously noted, it has been contended by a multitude of theorists that the 

construction of the tomboy identity is consistently rooted in the implicit reformulation 

of the traditional hierarchical gender binary (Abate, 2008a; Levstik, 1983; Reay, 2001; 

Thorne, 1993), and this can be supported firstly by an analysis of the way in which 

tomboy characters within the literary sample openly and repeatedly assert the idea that 

possessing feminised traits, or simply being a girl, is inferior and undesirable. In The 

Story of Tracy Beaker, for example, Tracy proclaims “I had these silly watery eyes. I 

didn’t cry though. I don’t ever cry. Sometimes people think I do, but it’s my hay fever.” 

(p. 29), whilst comparably in Five on a Treasure Island, George asserts that she is 

“most ashamed” of herself for momentarily losing her inhibitions and hugging her 

cousin Anne, as “she felt sure no boy would have done that! And she always tried to act 

like a boy.” (p. 33).  

 

In both of these instances, Tracy and George not only illustrate their desire to exhibit 

masculinised behaviours, but furthermore demonstrate an almost pathologized fear of 

displaying emotional sensitivity, as this would undoubtedly be an admission of 

femininity and would thus jeopardise the preservation of their masculinised personas. 

George’s resolute rejection of femininity is conveyed even more overtly when she 

chastises Anne for referring to her by her feminised full name, Georgina, asserting that 

she will only engage when people call her George – an inherently masculinised 

diminutive. It is necessary to at this point revisit the claims made by Kimmel (2004) and 

Thorne (1993) concerning the idea that male femininities aren’t culturally tolerated to 

the extent that female masculinities are, as this signifies why there isn’t a prevalence of 

feminised male characters within children’s literature who emphatically reject 

femininity in a comparable manner. Given the fact that children’s literary gender 

nonconformity therefore typically revolves around the innate privileging of masculinity, 

it is possible to deduce that the characterisation of tomboyism is indeed frequently both 

reflective and constitutive of traditional hierarchical gender relations. 
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The privileging of masculinity over femininity is not only discernible through the 

manner in which tomboys within these texts deprecate conceivably feminine behaviour, 

but can also be identified in regards to the pervasive juxtaposition of tomboy 

protagonists and highly feminised supporting characters. Whilst this research project 

was not initially intent upon the analysis of these “girly girls”, it became increasingly 

apparent over the course of the thematic analysis that the interaction and polarisation of 

these two archetypes is a significant means by which the female masculinity is asserted 

as preferential. This approach therefore takes inspiration from the limited range of 

studies which have been conducted in a similar vein (Holland & Harpin, 2015; Paechter, 

2010; Reay, 2001), as noted in the literature review, but applies their ideas in a distinct 

literary context. This juxtaposition of the tomboy and the “girly girl” is evident to some 

degree in all five of the books sampled (with these characters even sharing similar 

stereotypically feminised names in three of texts: Annabelle in Caddie Woodlawn, 

Annika in Pippi Longstocking and Anne in The Famous Five) but is perhaps most 

apparent in The Famous Five, between George and her cousin Anne.  

 

Anne is characterised as shallow and frivolous; she is enamoured by “pretty frocks and 

… dolls” but George swiftly scorns her for this, harshly describing her as a “baby” and 

a “silly girl” (p. 14). Anne is further demeaned throughout the text, frequently making 

trivial mistakes and at one point being “kicked under the table” (p. 31) by George for 

saying something foolish, which eventually leads her to believe that she simply “better 

not talk at meal-times anymore” (p. 69). In contrast, George may be “fierce and hot 

tempered” (p. 28), but she is also “very loyal and absolutely truthful” (p. 11), “most 

extraordinary” (p. 13), and the other children can’t “help rather liking her” (p. 17). In 

Bridge to Terabithia, intelligent and free-spirited tomboy Leslie is implicitly contrasted 

with Jesse’s sisters, Ellie and Brenda, who are only interested in shopping and makeup, 

and are thus conveyed as almost entirely superficial and “dumb” (p. 79), which reasserts 

Leslie’s positive masculinisation and its implied superiority. Comparably, in Caddie 

Woodlawn, Caddie’s cousin Annabelle is defined by her haughtiness and preoccupation 

with decorative dresses, making her appear to be far more shallow and inhibited than 

the boisterous Caddie. The juxtaposition and hierarchical distinction of tomboys and 

“girly girls” is also conveyed by the illustrations within these texts, for instance in 

Figure 2, where Tracy from The Story of Tracy Beaker is depicted as literally devilish, 
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physically overpowering and standing on top of the “boring” (p. 12) and “simpering” (p. 

76) Louise, who is unmistakably and intentionally feminised by her flowery dress and 

comparatively long hair.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2. Gendered Geographies of Adventure  

 

Now that the characterisation of tomboyism itself within the sample of children’s 

literature has been explored as a theme, it is necessary to subsequently consider how 

this construction is actively involved in the production of the gendered geographies of 

adventure which permeate these narratives. As set out in the literature review, this 

section will predominantly draw upon the work of Phillips (1997), but will intend to 

provide evidence for the argument that spaces of adventure may be frequently 

‘masculinist’, despite their accommodation of female figures in the shape of tomboys 

(at least across this literary sample). Both Caddie Woodlawn and Bridge to Terabithia 

can be described as adventure stories in a somewhat classic sense, as the adventuring 

which takes place within these texts largely entails the physical exploration of 

sentimentalised idyllic rural spaces, and is strongly associated with the treatment of 

childhood spatial freedom as something innately precious (Allen, 2002). Furthermore, it 

is vital to note that the only characters who display a meaningful or successful 

interaction with such spaces within these books are the two tomboy figures, Caddie and 

Leslie, and a multitude of male characters, such as Caddie’s brothers and Leslie’s male 

Figure 2: Devilish Tracy tramples on Louise. (p.80) 
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counterpart, Jesse. In Bridge to Terabithia for example, Leslie and Jesse’s adventuring 

is characterised through romanticised passages such as: “They took turns swinging 

across the gully on the rope. It was a glorious autumn day, and if you looked up as you 

swung, it gave you the feeling of floating.” (p. 53), and is directly related to Leslie’s 

tomboyism, as she is conveyed as being remarkably proficient in physically negotiating 

these activities, displaying absolute confidence even when Jesse doubts her abilities: 

“he forced himself to watch her run back, race for the bank, leap, swing and jump off” 

(p. 125).  

 

Similarly, in Caddie Woodlawn, Caddie and her two brothers are explicitly described as 

‘three jolly comrades in search of adventure, in sunshine or frosty weather’, who 

“swung off across the fields and through the woods with buckets and baskets across 

their arms” (p. 53). Caddie is thus clearly conveyed as “one of the boys” throughout the 

novel, and her female masculinisation is overtly correlated with her sense of adventure 

on the very first page, where she is depicted as a “wild little tomboy”, whose boisterous 

physicality is “the despair” of her fastidious and traditional mother, who longs for her 

daughter to conform to the ideals of domestic femininity (p. 1). Whilst it is necessary to 

acknowledge the manner in which female characters such as Caddie and Leslie are able 

to reclaim rural spaces of adventure (Cloke & Little, 1997; Little, 2006; Gottschall, 

2014), it can be inferred that their inclusion does hinge upon their masculinisation, and 

therefore that these spaces are perhaps themselves masculinised.  

 

To further support this argument, it is necessary to again employ the approach taken in 

the previous section which focuses on the entrenched juxtaposition of tomboys and 

“girly girls” throughout the sampled texts, as this literary technique not only 

encompasses the general hierarchical privileging of masculinity over femininity, but is 

also pivotal in the construction of gendered geographies of adventure. In this sense, it 

becomes apparent that fictional rural spaces of adventure are not simply exclusively 

navigated by characters who possess conventionally masculinised attributes, but are also 

actively exclusionary towards feminised characters and femininity itself. This is perhaps 

illustrated most pertinently through the juxtaposition of cousins George and Anne in 

Five on a Treasure Island, as George for instance asserts:  
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“I hate being a girl. I won’t be. I don’t like doing the things that girls 

do. I like doing the things that boys do. I can climb better than any 

boy, and swim faster too. I can sail a boat better than any fisher boy 

on this coast.” (p. 13). 

 

It is thus evident that George’s tomboyism is directly framed around her ability 

to be physically adventurous, and it is implied that behaving in a conventionally 

feminised manner, doing the “things that girls do”, is antithetical to the 

successful performance of physically and spatially adventurous activities. This 

implication is essentially embodied by the characterisation of Anne, as it is for 

example stated that George is a ‘very strong and very fast’ swimmer, whilst it is 

joked by Julian (Anne’s brother) that “It’s a pity Anne isn’t a bit better.” (p. 30). 

Their juxtaposition is not only conveyed through the language of the text, where 

George’s strength and bravery is consistently polarised with Anne’s weakness 

and fear, but also through accompanied illustrations. This is evident in Figure 3, 

where George is depicted lying leisurely in the grass beneath a tree whilst Anne 

appears to offer her a plate of food. Their roles within the space of adventure are 

thus clearly inscribed; tomboy George is at complete ease in the rurality whilst 

Anne is confined to her feminised role of domesticity, distinctly ‘out of place’ 

(Cresswell, 1992) in the masculinised environment. This is subsequently 

indicative of Little & Austin’s (1996) claim that the characterisation of the ‘rural 

idyll’ is inherently tied to the reproduction of ‘patriarchal gender relations’.  

 

Juxtaposition of a similar nature is also apparent in Pippi Longstocking between 

Pippi and Annika, for instance when Pippi is able to freely climb ‘higher and 

higher’ up a large oak tree in her overgrown orchard (p. 52) (as illustrated in 

Figure 4), whilst “girly girl” Annika is at first “doubtful” of her ability to do so, 

and then on attempt becomes increasingly more distressed until she gets “down 

out of the tree altogether” (p. 53). Annika is further prevented from partaking in 

Pippi’s adventurous activities later in the text, when her conformity to feminine 

ideals prohibits her from jumping in a lake with Pippi, as she is described as 
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“walking her pretty way with her fair, silky hair, pink dress, and little white 

shoes”, which she cannot allow to become wet or ruined (p. 64). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Pippi comfortably climbs a tree. (p.45) 

Figure 3: George relaxes outside whilst 

Anne brings her food. (p.33) 



26 
 

140172441 

 

Likewise, in Caddie Woodlawn, the tense relationship between Caddie and her 

highly feminised, prim and proper cousin Annabelle is overtly defined by their 

oppositional identities and expressions of girlhood. Annabelle essentially 

embodies everything that Caddie detests and all that she avidly refuses to 

conform to; Annabelle is “A lady with fine airs and a mincing walk who was 

afraid to go out into the sun without a hat or a sunshade!”, which from Caddie’s 

perspective is a truly “hateful thing” (p. 242). Caddie’s animosity towards 

Annabelle, and thus towards femininity itself, centres upon her perceived fear of 

the loss of adventure and freedom of exploration that comes hand in hand with 

growing into a respectable feminised “lady”; she dreads “safe and tidy virtues” 

(p. 3) and treasures her unconstrained relationship with the rural Wisconsin 

prairieland. This therefore ties into Jones’ (1999) articulation that female figures 

generally must adopt masculinised tomboy identities if they are to successfully 

negotiate the rural idyll, which arguably insinuates that this space is itself 

masculinised, and in turn that ‘the ‘natural’ gender of childhood is apparently 

male’. In light of this, it is possible to ultimately theorise that although the 

literary tomboy archetype is transgressive through its normalised depiction of 

gender nonconformity, it nonetheless perpetuates the polarisation of masculinity 

and femininity and the hierarchical privileging of masculinised traits. 

 

The characterisation of tomboyism does evidently construct literary gendered 

geographies of adventure (through its role in the masculinised portrayal of rural 

adventure spaces and the realm of childhood) which has been discussed in 

regards to Caddie Woodlawn, Five on a Treasure Island, Pippi Longstocking 

and Bridge to Terabithia. It is however also necessary to explore how spaces of 

adventure are gendered through the characterisation of the tomboy in a very 

distinct and seemingly anomalous manner in The Story of Tracy Beaker. Tracy’s 

adventuring does not take place in the rural idyll or in some construction of 

untamed “wilderness”, but rather occurs wholly in the realm of her own 

imagination, acting as a form of escapism from the realities of her everyday life 

in a children’s home. The concept of an ‘imagined geography’ in this section 

thus applies to the relations at play in Tracy’s literal imaginative space, rather 

than the wider process of particular geographical notions or representations 
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being reified and collectively imagined, which is how the terminology is 

generally used, for instance by Phillips (1997). Whilst the specifics of how 

Tracy’s tomboyism intersects with her adventuring will be explored in more 

detail in the subsequent section concerning social class and deprivation, it must 

be noted that her space of adventure is in fact often feminised rather than 

masculinised, which is unique to this sample. 

 

 Tracy’s imagined adventures typically take the form of romanticised, 

glamorised and ultimately feminised fantasies surrounding the “ever so pretty” 

(p. 14) appearance and supposedly lavish lifestyle of her long-lost mother. These 

adventures are conveyed to some degree through the text, when for instance 

Tracy verbally fantasises about her mother being an actress in Hollywood: 

“she’ll be jetting back over to see me soon. Maybe she’ll take me back with her 

and I’ll get to be a film star too.” (p. 118), but they are even more aptly 

conveyed by the accompanying illustrations (Nodelman, 2005). This is 

evidenced through the visual analysis of Figure 5, as the space Tracy desires to 

infiltrate is depicted in a highly feminised manner; her mother is poised in a 

stereotypically feminine stance (with one hand upon her hip and one hand 

behind her head), wearing a trailing sparkly dress, large diamond earrings and 

visible makeup. Whilst the gendered dynamics of adventure space within The 

Story of Tracy Beaker are inconsistent with the patterns identified throughout the 

rest of the texts, it is still necessary to recognise them, as this paper’s 

poststructural feminist framework emphasises the appreciation of contested and 

contingent forms of gendered identity (Marshall, 2004).  
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4.3. Social Class and Deprivation 

 

This section concerns the theme of social class and deprivation, which largely 

leads on from the previous discussion surrounding Tracy’s specific expression 

of tomboyism. Whilst it may at first seem contradictory to define Tracy as a 

tomboy (i.e. embodying female masculinity (Halberstam, 1995)) if it has been 

theorised that she accesses feminised spaces of adventure, these seemingly 

incompatible aspects of her identity can be understood through the 

acknowledgement that unlike the other characters considered throughout this 

analysis, her tomboyism does not necessarily appear to be a completely desired 

choice. To explain this further, it can be deduced that Tracy does in fact idolise 

and wish to present certain feminised traits and behaviours, but that she is 

prevented from doing so by her deprived living situation and lack of both 

economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), through which her access to 

feminised commodities is inhibited. This is demonstrated for example when 

Tracy muses “I don’t really have a posh frock of my own” (p. 65), but 

begrudgingly notes that Louise has “this really fantastic frock” with “smocking 

and a flouncy skirt and its own sewn-in frilly white petticoat” (p. 66). The 

complex intersection between the expression of femininity and social class has 

fittingly been explored by Francombe-Webb & Silk (2016) and also Skeggs  

 

Figure 5: Tracy imagines her mother in Hollywood. (p.87) 
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(2001), who asserts that working class girls and women were historically ‘often 

masculinised’, and imagined as the ‘deviant other against which femininity was 

defined’, which is epitomised through Tracy’s tomboyism and the manner in 

which it is conveyed as antithetical to the conventions of femininity.  

 

Tracy’s inability to realistically express these feminine ideals is also influenced 

by her physical appearance as well as her ingrained behavioural problems, which 

is for instance signified when she muses that fairy tale endings aren’t meant for 

“bad and ugly” girls like herself, but are instead reserved for girls who are “very 

good and very beautiful with long golden curls” (p. 24). All of these aspects of 

Tracy’s personality are evidently undesired from her perspective, but they 

nonetheless contribute to her masculinised identity as a tomboy. This in turn 

indicates why her feminised adventures take place within the realm of her 

imagination, as she is unable to present as a conventionally feminine “girly girl” 

in the sphere of her everyday life. This is most pertinently exemplified by the 

comparison of Figure 6, which depicts Tracy’s imagined and thus heavily 

feminised foster care advertisement picture, and Figure 7, which conveys the 

real version of the photograph and the reality of Tracy’s tomboyism.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Tracy imagines her 

foster care advertisement. (p.61) 

Figure 7: Tracy’s real foster 

care advertisement. (p.62) 
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4.4. Race and Colonialism 

 

The final section of the analysis chapter centres upon the theme of race and 

colonialism, which again emerged through this research project’s poststructural 

feminist approach and is particularly relevant to the distinct characterisation of 

tomboyism in Caddie Woodlawn. As previously stated, Caddie Woodlawn is set 

in the Wisconsin “pioneer days” in 1864, and is therefore contextually rooted in 

the European colonisation of North America, so it is not surprising that a heavily 

racialized and divisive undercurrent permeates the entirety of the text (nor is this 

uncommon amongst traditional adventure fiction as a whole (Phillips, 1997)). 

This racialized narrative centres upon the pathologized fear and simultaneous 

exotification of Native American peoples from the implicitly white perspective 

of Caddie’s family and equally homogenous community, but this discussion will 

utilise a postcolonial approach (Cheyfitz, 2002) to specifically focus upon the 

manner in which this racial othering is directly intertwined with the 

characterisation of her tomboyism as well as her navigation of masculinised 

adventure spaces.  

 

Whilst it has been noted that the popularised archetype of the tomboy is tacitly 

white, Caddie’s embodiment of female masculinity is more complex in the sense 

that her divergence from the expected norm (of gender conformity) is 

consistently paralleled with the supposed racial divergence of Native Americans. 

This is apparent when Caddie is overtly condemned as a “wild Indian” (p. 14) by 

a clergyman who disapproves of her unladylike adventurous nature, and 

furthermore when her tomboyism is conveyed through the statement that she is 

not “pale or delicate”, but rather “brown and strong” (p. 15). Caddie is further 

affiliated with Native Americans through her defiant friendship with a “good 

Indian” named “Indian John” (p. 9), who epitomises the romanticised European 

imagination of the ‘noble savage’ (Verhoeven, 2016). Whilst Proehl (2011) has 

asserted that such relationships positively reflect the literary tomboy figures’ 

distinctive capacity to empathise and associate with members of other 

marginalised populations, it can conversely be argued that, in this case, Caddie’s 

association with Native American peoples is based upon the problematic 
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insinuation that they are mutually ‘uncivilised’ (Abate, 2008b), sharing a “wild” 

and disobedient relationship with ruralities. It is therefore evident that the 

construction of Caddie’s female masculinity inherently encompasses a narrative 

of racial othering, and that this text’s racist undertones cannot be extracted from 

its depiction of tomboyism.  

 

5. Conclusion  

 

To summarise, through the implementation of a poststructural feminist thematic 

analysis, this study has highlighted the manner in which the literary 

characterisation of tomboyism is intrinsically involved in the privileging of 

masculinities over femininities, as well as in the construction of gendered 

geographies of adventure. The overarching finding of this paper is that these 

gendered geographies predominantly encompass the masculinisation of ‘wild’ 

rural adventure spaces, which are seemingly only accessible to tomboys by way 

of their ‘female masculinity’ (Halberstam, 1995). These spaces are in turn 

simultaneously exclusionary towards conventionally feminised “girly girls”, 

who are often depicted in an overtly derogatory manner, and are consistently 

portrayed as being unable to successfully navigate ruralities or engage in their 

physically adventurous exploration. This conclusion illustrates Jones’ (1999) 

theorisation that ‘for female children to partake fully in these ‘ideal countryside 

childhoods’, they have to adopt this quasi-male identity’ of tomboyism, but 

breaks new ground by specifically reframing this idea through the lens of 

adventure geographies. This study has, however, also illustrated exceptions to 

this trend, for instance by illustrating the anomalous existence of feminised 

adventure space (when the adventuring in question is imagined and embodied 

rather than physical and external), and has furthermore demonstrated how 

tomboyism is a contingent and contextually individualised form of identification 

and characterisation.  

 

Whilst Phillips (1997) has noted the popularised presence of masculinised 

female figures within adventure narratives, this paper ultimately proposes the 
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idea that this presence alone does not necessarily signify that ‘adventure is not 

intrinsically masculinist’. Some female characters may indeed be able to gain 

access to spaces of physical adventure, but if this is access is enabled purely on 

the basis of their possession of conventionally masculinised attributes, it can be 

argued that these spaces are in fact still ‘masculinist’ themselves. It this respect, 

it is the intention of this paper to suggest that the mere existence of physically 

adventurous tomboy protagonists within children’s literature is not a sufficient 

means through which to truly challenge or transgress the traditional gender 

binary, which is seemingly pervasive even across texts that are commonly 

considered to be gender progressive. The insights of this research project are 

inevitably limited by the fact that they have only been drawn from the analysis 

of a relatively small sample of children’s fiction, so there is a need to apply 

these hypotheses to a wider array of texts. One of the most intriguing threads of 

this study is perhaps the juxtaposed relationship of tomboys and “girly girls”, 

which emerged as a pivotal factor in the construction of gendered geographies of 

adventure, yet was not initially anticipated. Considering how salient this literary 

technique proved to be, it should be noted that a future study – expanding 

specifically upon the nature of this juxtaposition within children’s literature – 

would likely be of great value.  

 

6. Acknowledgements  

 

I would firstly like to thank my supervisor Richard Phillips, whose work initially 

inspired this research and whose guidance has consistently helped to point me in 

the right direction. I would also like to thank my friends and family, who have 

been incredibly supportive and encouraging over the course of this project.  

 

 

 

 

 



33 
 

140172441 

 

7. References 

 

Abate, M. A. (2006) ‘Launching a gender b(l)acklash: E. D. E. N. Southworth’s The  

Hidden Hand and the emergence of (racialized) white tomboyism’, Children’s  

Literature Association Quarterly, 31 (1), pp. 40-64.  

 

Abate, M. A. (2008a) Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History. Philadelphia, Temple  

University Press.  

 

Abate, M. A. (2008b) Becoming a “red-blooded” American: White tomboyism and  

American Indian tribalism in Caddie Woodlawn’, Mosaic, 41 (4), pp. 143-159.  

 

Abate, M. A (2011) ‘Introduction: Special issue on tomboys and tomboyism’, Journal of  

Lesbian Studies, 15 (4), pp. 407-411.  

 

Aitken, S. C. (2005) ‘Textual analysis: reading culture and context’ pp. 233-249 in  

Flowerdew, R. & Martin, D. Methods in Human Geography: A Guide for  

Students doing A Research Project. London, Longman.  

 

Alcott, L. M. (1868) Little Women. Alma Classics ed. 2016. London, Alma Classics. 

 

Allen, A. M., Allen, D. N. & Sigler, G. (1993) ‘Changes in sex-role stereotyping in  

Caldecott Medal Award picture books 1938-1988’, Journal of Research in  

Childhood Education, 7 (2), pp. 67-73.  

 

Allen, K. (2002) ‘The social space(s) of rural women’, Rural Society, 12 (1), pp. 27-44.  



34 
 

140172441 

 

 

Blyton, E. (1942) Five on a Treasure Island. Hodder & Stoughton ed. 2015. London,  

Hodder & Stoughton.  

 

Bourdieu, P. (1986) ‘The forms of capital’ pp. 241-258 in Richardson, J. Handbook of  

Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education. New York, Greenwood. 

 

Brink, C. R. (1935) Caddie Woodlawn. Aladdin Paperbacks ed. 2006. New York,  

Aladdin Paperbacks. 

 

Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York,  

Routledge.  

 

Campbell, H. & Bell, M. M. (2000) ‘The question of rural masculinities’, Rural  

Sociology, 65 (4), pp. 532-546. 

 

Cheyfitz, E. (2002) ‘The (post)colonial predicament of Native American studies’,  

Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial Studies, 4 (3), pp. 405-427. 

 

Clark, R. (2002) ‘Why all the counting?: Feminist social science research on children’s  

literature’, Children’s Literature in Education, 33 (4), pp. 285-295.  

 

Cloke, P. & Little, J. (1997) Contested Countryside Cultures: Otherness,  

Marginalisation, and Rurality. London, Routledge.  

 

Craig, T. & Lacroix, J. (2011) ‘Tomboy as protective identity’, Journal of Lesbian  

Studies, 15 (4), pp. 450-465. 



35 
 

140172441 

 

 

Crang, M. (2003) ‘Qualitative methods: Touchy, feely, look-see?’, Progress in Human  

Geography, 27 (4),pp. 494-504. 

 

Cresswell, T. (1996) In Place/Out of Place: Geography, Ideology and Transgression.  

Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press.  

 

Delap, L. (2011) Knowing their Place: Domestic Service in Twentieth-Century Britain.  

Oxford University Press, Oxford.  

 

Driver, F. (2001) Geography Militant: Cultures of Exploration and Empire.  

Oxford. Blackwell. 

 

Francis, B. (2010) ‘Re/theorising gender: Female masculinity and male femininity in the  

classroom?’, Gender and Education, 22 (5), pp. 477-490. 

 

Francombe-Webb, J. & Silk, M. (2016) ‘Young girls’ embodied experiences of  

femininity & social class’, Sociology: The Journal of the British Sociological  

Association, 50 (4), pp. 652-672.  

 

Gottschall, K. (2014) ‘From the frozen wilderness to the moody sea: Rural space,  

girlhood and popular pedagogy’, Gender & Education, 26 (5), pp. 568-583. 

 

Green, M. (1990) The Robinson Crusoe Story. Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania State  

University Press. 

 

Guest, G., Macqueen, K. M. & Namey, E. E. (2012) Applied Thematic Analysis.  



36 
 

140172441 

 

London, Sage Publications.  

 

Halberstam, J. (1995) Female Masculinity. Durham, Duke University Press. 

 

Hamilton, M. C., Anderson, D., Broaddus, M. & Young, K. (2006) ‘Gender  

stereotyping and underrepresentation of female characters in 200 popular  

children's picture books: A twenty first century update’, Sex Roles, 55 (11-12),  

pp. 757-765.  

 

Harper, H. (2007) ‘Studying masculinity(ies) in books about girls’, Canadian Journal of  

Education, 30 (2), pp. 508-530. 

 

Holland, S. & Harpin, J. (2015) ‘Who is the ‘girly’ girl? Tomboys, hyper-femininity  

and gender’, Journal of Gender Studies, 24 (3), pp. 293-309.  

 

Hunt, P. (2005) Understanding Children’s Literature, 2nd Ed. New York, Routledge. 

 

Jackson, P. (2001) ‘Making sense of qualitative data’ pp. 199-214 in Dwyer, C. &  

Limb, M. Qualitative Methods for Geographers: Issues and Debates. London,  

Arnold.  

 

Jones, O. (1999) ‘Tomboy tales: The rural, nature and the gender of childhood’,  

Gender, Place & Culture, 6 (2), pp. 117-136. 

 

Kimmel, M. S. (2004) The Gendered Society. New York, Oxford University Press.  

 

Kortenhaus, C. M. & Dermarest, J. (1993) ‘Gender role stereotyping in children’s  



37 
 

140172441 

 

literature: An update’, Sex Roles, 28 (3-4), pp. 219-232.  

 

Lane-Steele, L. (2011) ‘Studs and protest hyper-masculinity: The tomboyism within  

black female lesbian masculinity’, Journal of Lesbian Studies, 15 (4), 

 pp. 480-492. 

 

Levstik, L. S. (1983) ‘“I am no lady!”: The tomboy in children’s fiction’, Children’s  

Literature in Education, 14 (1), pp. 14-20. 

 

Lindgren, A. (1945) Pippi Longstocking. Oxford University Press ed. 2015. Oxford,  

Oxford University Press.  

 

Little, J. & Austin, P. (1996) ‘Women and the rural idyll’, Journal of Rural Studies, 12  

(2), pp. 101-111.  

 

Little, J. (2006) ‘Gender and sexualities in rural communities’ pp. 365-378 in Cloke, P.,  

Marsden, T. & Mooney, P. The Handbook of Rural Studies. London, Sage  

Publications.  

 

Marshall, E. (2004) ‘Stripping for the wolf: Rethinking representations of gender in  

children’s literature’, Reading Research Quarterly, 39 (3), pp. 256-270.  

 

McCabe, J., Fairchild, E., Grauerholz, A., Pescosolido, A. B. & Tope, D. (2011)  

‘Gender in twentieth-century children’s books: Patterns of disparity in titles and  

central characters’, Gender & Society, 25 (2), pp. 197-226. 

 

McCallum, R. & Stephens, J. (2011) ‘Ideology and children’s books’ pp. 359-371 in  



38 
 

140172441 

 

Wolf, S., Coats, K., Enciso, P., & Jenkins, C. Handbook of Research on  

Children's and Young  Adult Literature. New York, Routledge.  

 

Mitchell, C. & Rentschler, C. (2016) Girlhood and the Politics of Place. New York,  

Berghahn.  

 

Nilsen, A. P. (1971) ‘Women in children’s literature’, College English, 32 (8),  

pp. 918-926. 

 

Nodelman, P. (2005) ‘Decoding the images: How picture books work’ pp. 69-80  in  

Hunt, P. Understanding Children’s Literature, 2nd Ed. New York, Routledge.  

 

Paechter, C. (2006) ‘Masculine femininities/feminine masculinities: Power, identities  

and gender’, Gender and Education, 18 (3), pp. 253-263.  

 

Paechter, C. (2010) ‘Tomboys and girly-girls: Embodied femininities in primary  

schools’, Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 31 (2),  

pp. 221-235.  

 

Paechter, C. & Clark, S. (2007) ‘Who are tomboys and how do we recognise them?’,  

Women’s Studies International Forum, 30 (4), pp. 342-354.  

 

Paterson, K. (1977) Bridge to Terabithia. Puffin Books ed. 2015. London, Puffin  

Books. 

 

Phillips, R. (1997) Mapping Men and Empire: A Geography of Adventure. New York,  

Routledge.  



39 
 

140172441 

 

 

Proehl, K. B. (2011) ‘Battling girlhood: Sympathy, race and the tomboy narrative in  

American literature’. PhD thesis, College of William and Mary, Williamsburg  

(online Proquest).  

 

Reay, D. (2001) ‘'Spice Girls', 'Nice Girls', 'Girlies', and 'Tomboys': Gender discourses,  

girls' cultures and femininities in the primary classroom’, Gender and  

Education, 13 (2), pp. 153-166.  

 

Rose, G. (1997) ‘Situating knowledges: Positionality, reflexivities and other tactics’,  

Progress in Human Geography, 21 (3), pp. 305-320. 

 

Rose, G. (2007) Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual  

Materials, 2nd Ed. Sage, London. 

 

Simons, J. (2010) ‘Gender roles in children’s fiction’ in pp. 143-158 Grenby, M. O. &  

Immel, A.  The Cambridge Companion to Children’s Literature. Cambridge,  

Cambridge University Press.  

 

Skeggs, B. (2001) ‘The toilet paper: Femininity, class and mis-recognition’, Women’s  

Studies International Forum, 24 (4/3), pp. 295-307.  

 

Sunderland, J. (2011) Language, Gender & Children’s Fiction. Continuum, London. 

 

Thorne, B. (1993) Gender Play: Girls and Boys in School. New York, Routledge.  

 

Verhoeven, W. (2016) ‘‘When wild in woods the noble savage ran’: The European  



40 
 

140172441 

 

discourse of American utopianism, 1748–1783’, The Yearbook of English  

Studies, 46, pp. 219-241.  

 

Weitzman, L. J., Eifler, D., Hokada, E. & Ross, C. (1972) ‘Sex-role socialization in  

picture books for pre-school children’, American Journal of Sociology, 77 (6),  

pp. 1125-1150. 

 

Wickman, J. (2003) ‘Masculinity and female bodies’, Nordic Journal of Feminist and  

Gender Research, 11 (1), pp. 40-54.  

 

Wilkie-Stibbs, C. (2002) The Feminine Subject in Children's Literature. London,  

Routledge.  

 

Wilkinson, H. (2000) ‘The Thatcher legacy: Power feminism and the birth of girl  

power’ in Walter, N. On the Move: Feminism for a New Generation. London,  

Virago.  

 

Wilson, J. (1991) The Story of Tracy Beaker. Corgi Yearling Books ed. 2016. London,  

Corgi Yearling Books.  


