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Introduction 
 

It will take another one hundred and eight years to reach gender equality, according 

to World Economic Forums’ Global Gender Gap Report (2018). Less than 7 % of 

the CEO positions in publicly listed companies in the European Union are held by 

women and every year, over 30 million girls across the world are forced to marry 

adult men, trading playgrounds for sexual abuse (Whiting 2019). According to the 

United States Economic Policy Institute, the average woman has a higher level of 

formal education than the average man but is paid less (Gould, Schieder and Geier 

2016). The movement towards gender equality moves at a snail’s pace in most 

countries and regresses in the remaining ones, according to the European 

Commission’s vice-president (Whiting 2019). Clearly, the day when the shapes of 

a female’s reproductive organs do not impact her opportunities in life is yet to come.  

        Although literature studies might not be the first academic discipline that 

comes to mind when disturbing gender gap figures are published, perhaps it should 

be. The representation of women in fiction has always been a central part of the 

struggle for a fairer society. Gender Equality Pioneer Mary Wollstonecraft argued 

that the descriptions of women as weak and foolish in literature corrupted the minds 

of young girls (124). Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan further criticised 

literature for its role in perpetuating female subordination in the 1950s, as explained 

by Angela Hubler (463). When new life was blown into the struggle for gender 

equality in the 1960s, the movement involved literary figures from the start, Peter 

Barry (116) explains. To change the image of women promulgated by literature was 

considered vital.  
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       A product of the Women’s Rights Movement, feminist literary criticism is “a 

practical way to try to influence everyday conduct and attitudes” (Barry 117). It 

exposes, in literature, the mechanisms of the cultural mindset that are responsible 

for gender inequality. The belief “that males and females exhibit group 

characteristics” and the habit of making “dichotomous, value-associated 

assumptions about the two sexes” that are unfair and inaccurate based on those are 

central parts of that mindset, according to Dorin Schumacher (32). Common 

dichotomous assumptions "that might be used in a sex-linked interpretive model are 

passive-active, feeling-intellect and superior-inferior” (Schumacher 32). In other 

words, feminist critics believe in the existence of a socially constructed dichotomy 

according to which certain characteristics are presented as typically male and others 

typically female. 

        The erroneous dichotomous assumption that males are intelligent and 

reasonable while females are emotional and unreasonable might be particularly 

detrimental according to Christine A. James who argues that “the oppression of 

women is integrally linked to the traditional tie between masculinity and reason” 

(129). William Egelstone Galt explains that although studies have shown that “many 

of man’s most cherished dichotomies lack biological confirmation” (1), they still 

exist in literature. As James clarifies, “our current historical context still places Man 

and Woman in a hierarchical dichotomy with Woman, female, and the feminine 

severely undervalued” (129). In this essay, the term ‘anti-feminist’, defined as 

“opposed to feminism” (“anti-feminist”) will henceforth be used about depictions in 

literature that, rather than challenging gender-based erroneous dichotomous 

assumptions, conform and reinforce them.  
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        The notion that it is natural for women to be passive is particularly dominant 

in romance-plotted fiction according to the theorist Judith Kegan Gardiner who 

believes that romantic literature “warps women’s minds and encourages female 

passivity” (121). Another point frequently raised by feminist critics is that in novels 

that have a female heroine, the focus of interest is not her, but her male partner 

(Barry 117). 

        Some recent studies relating to female representation in novels have focused 

on literature aimed at young adults, since the latter can be perceived as having more 

impressionable minds. The reason why particular attention was not given to young 

adult fiction in the early days of literature studies was that it did not exist as a genre 

at the time. Before the 1930s, there was no separate category of literature 

specifically targeting young people, Michael Cart explains (8). The young adult 

genre developed in the twentieth century, when series fiction such as Nancy Drew 

and The Hardy Boys enjoyed immense popularity. Fiction at the time mainly 

contained female characters who were “passive, submissive, self-sacrificing and 

subordinate” (Day et al. 3).  

         The earliest young adult fiction “gave way to more progressive novels in the 

1950s and 60s” (Day et al. 6). Those were the years of the Golden Age of young 

adult fiction, witnessing the dawn of young heroines who had more complex 

ambitions than merely the desire to become housewives. It is possible that this 

development reflected societal change. The 1960s were the start of a second wave 

of feminism that challenged the perception that all women had to be homemakers to 

be happy. As explained by Benjamin A. Brabon and Stéphanie Genz, second-wave 

feminists were adamant that the housewife ideal had a “dehumanizing effect on 

women” (53). Second-wave feminists argued that women should be granted the 
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freedom to choose alternative life paths. It can thus be claimed that the narrative in 

young adult fiction during its Golden Age might be inspired by second wave 

feminism.   

           However, literary critics such as Sarah K. Day and Emily Hamilton-Honey 

argue that the genre deteriorated from a gender-equality perspective after the Golden 

Age. Day writes that the last two decades of the twentieth century “have largely 

been regarded as a sort of return to the less thoughtful, more superficial literature of 

earlier decades” (6). Hamilton-Honey questions why the 1980s young adult fiction 

books contained an anti-feminist message consisting of letting the female characters 

focus on “romance and appearance” while neglecting “college and career” (1).  

           A possible explanation for the change is that feminism as a social movement 

underwent a transformation in the 1980s. Second-wave feminism gave way to 

postfeminism, a multifaceted concept defined as “a shift in the understanding and 

construction of identity and gender” (Genz and Brabon 1). Postfeminism is a 

pluralistic concept with diverse manifestations, one of which is the Girl Power 

movement that can be perceived as a continuation of second-wave feminism rather 

than as a counter-reaction to it (Genz and Brabon 2). Another manifestation is a 

concept known as new traditionalism, which was “an anti-feminist backlash that 

worked to revoke the gains made by the feminist movement” (53). It is believed to 

be a counter-reaction to the second-wave feminism which, it was argued, supposedly 

went too far, “providing women with more independence and choice than they can 

handle and thereby wrecking their relationships with men” (Genz and Brabon 54). 

New traditionalists did not fear the prospect of women becoming dependent on men, 

highlighting instead a supposed “fear of [not finding] a father to children as well as 

a husband” among women, as explained by Angela McRobbie (261). The new 
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traditionalist reasoning that can be viewed in many young adult novels published in 

the 1980s. Gayle Nelson argues that the fiction available for young female readers 

at the time had little to offer girls who desired “a more independent, self-actualized 

life than the traditional wife/mother role” (55). Unlike the Golden Age novels, 

young adult literature during this period presented the wife/mother model as the only 

possible path to happiness for members of the female sex (Nelson 55). 

         However, Hamilton-Honey and Day both believe that the deterioration with 

regards to the stereotype-filled representation of women in young adult fiction 

reached a turning point in the twenty-first century. Day argues that in contemporary 

young adult novels published in the twenty-first century, “the desire to resist the 

limitations of gender can be found in many contemporary girl protagonists” (3). She 

argues that the genre now experiences a second Golden Age. Some literary critics 

who have studied young adult novels with a romance plot, such as Suzanne Collin’s 

The Hunger Games, Veronica Roth’s Divergent and Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight, 

claim that they challenge traditional gender roles through strong female 

protagonists. According to Day et al., “these young women attempt to recreate the 

worlds in which they live, making their societies more egalitarian, more progressive, 

and, ultimately, more free” (4). Sawyer Fritz argues that “we may understand these 

novels as contributing to the development of a new era of feminism” (30). The 

argument thus, is that today’s young adult literature is a positive contribution to the 

struggle for a fairer society.  

       However, the claim that we are experiencing a second Golden Age of young 

adult fiction is challenged by critics who claim that rather than challenging 

traditional gender roles, twenty-first century young adult fiction reinforces them. 

Anna Stibe and Ulrika Andersson Hval studied young adult novels with a romance 
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plot and found them based on a “fairy tale plot where the girls are rescued by their 

Western boyfriends” (124-125). According to Stibe and Hval, “the unreflective 

manner in which hierarchies of both gender and culture are obscured by this motif 

seems problematic, in particular since the novels are marketed to a younger 

audience” (124). The findings discredit the argument that the genre is experiencing 

a second Golden Age. Equally, Stibe and Andersson Hval argue that regardless of 

the descriptions of female characters as being strong in the young adult novels they 

studied, the narrative remains anti-feminist. According to them, the female 

protagonists “have been through difficult experiences and are portrayed as strong 

characters, yet their need for a boyfriend in order to fit in appears to be complicit 

with rather than question some of the stereotypes of both female lack of agency as 

well as the Western man as a Prince Charming” (133).  

       Even Sarah K. Day herself, who has expressed support for the second Golden 

Age argument, recognises that the “main concerns of contemporary female 

protagonists are romance and friendship”, in her book Reading Like a Girl: 

Narrative Intimacy in Contemporary American Young Adult Literature (11). The 

notion that social relationships are a woman’s raison d’être cannot be considered a 

narrative that challenges traditional gender roles. 

       The studies mentioned above conducted by critics like Stibe, Andersson Hval 

and Day on narratives in young adult novels with romance plots have reached 

dissimilar conclusions. However, no studies have been conducted specifically on 

young adult fiction with romance themes that also contain realistic adventure plots. 

Many young adult novels deal with female protagonists who embark on travel 

adventures. In theory, these novels should be a particularly positive contribution to 

feminism, since independent travel is often seen as the ultimate adventure and those 
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who undertake it, as strong and brave. However, it is possible that the adventurous 

setting hides an anti-feminist message, as was the case with the novels Stibe and 

Anderson Hval studied. This essay aspires to contribute to filling this research gap 

by studying three travel-themed young adult fiction novels with romance plots from 

a gender equality perspective. The novels Just One Day by Gayle Foreman, 

Wanderlove by Kirsten Hubbard and Finding It by Cora Cormack are all travel-

themed young adult novels published in the twenty-first century with romance plots 

told from a female protagonist’s perspective. There have been no previous studies 

conducted on these three novels. This essay will argue that the novels are built on 

an anti-feminist narrative that confirms traditional gender stereotypes about female 

submission and male dominance rather than challenging them. It will argue that the 

postfeminist new traditionalist notion that women supposedly can only be happy if 

they accept the subordinate role in their relationship is visible in the narratives, and 

that the novels cannot be seen as being a part of a second Golden Age of young adult 

fiction. Feminist criticism will be used to expose expressions of the cultural mindset 

that created and upholds gender inequality in the novels. With regards to the 

pluralistic concept of postfeminism, the only segment that will be used is 

postfeminist new traditionalism.  

 

From Independent Adventurers to Dependent Girlfriends 
 

The story plot in all three novels begins with the introduction of a female traveller 

who is hungry for adventure. She is single, free and eager to explore. Kelsey in 

Finding It discovers Europe: “I had freedom. I had choice … If I wanted to jump on 

the next train leaving the station, I could” (Cormack 33). Evidently, readers are 

meeting a bold and carefree character. The same is true about Bria, the protagonist 
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in Wanderlove who travels alone to South America and before take-off imagines 

how she will “glide from ruin to ruin along La Ruta Maya, in a caravan of beautiful, 

happy people” (Hubbard 10). Her dreams of travel are similar to those of Allyson, 

the main character in Just One Day, who before a Europe trip fantasises about 

experiencing bohemianism in Prague, mystique in Rome and quaint bookstores in 

Notting Hill. “I have a feeling that this train is not only delivering me to Paris, but 

to someplace entirely new,” (Foreman 40) she muses, clearly seeing travelling as a 

path to personal growth in this early stage of the novel.  

        All three protagonists are initially described as being active and in control of 

their own lives, which may suggest, at the earliest stage in the novels, that they 

challenge traditional gender roles. That would strengthen Day et al’s claim that 

contemporary young adult fiction belongs to “a second Golden Age” from a gender 

equality perspective (6). Kelsey is a talented aspiring actress who has completed 

college and now wants “to accomplish something … to be something.” (Cormack 

28). Bria is one of the few talented young painters to have been admitted to the fast-

track programme at a prestigious art school. Allyson is a straight-A student about to 

embark on a pre-medicine university programme. Evidently, Kelsey, Bria and 

Allyson are initially depicted as intellectually strong and independent women who 

grab the opportunity to travel alone, fulfilling their dreams without external 

assistance. Rather than falling into the role of the traditionally submissive woman 

who looks after a home, they choose the opposite – adventures away from home and 

the personal development that goes with it.  

         The young women seem to want to see themselves as explorers. Kelsey, who 

tells her parents that her travel incentive is “to see the world and grow as a person,” 

says that  “an adventure is an open window and an adventurer the person willing to 
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crawl out on the ledge and leap” (Cormack 8). Kelsey is adamant about wanting 

excitement and bold experiences: “I don’t just want to do the tourist thing. I want 

something original’” (Cormack 86). She is determined, knows what she wants and 

celebrates independence in the same way as Bria in Wanderlove does when 

describing solo travels as “no big deal … I just know how to take care of myself’” 

(Hubbard 6). Equally a strong female character, Allyson in Just One Day is 

considered as a role model. Her mentor muses: “’If only more young people were 

like you’” (Foreman 15). Unmistakably, Kelsey, Bria and Allyson are initially a far 

cry from the “passive, submissive, self-sacrificing and subordinate” female 

characters that Day claims readers were presented with in the early days of young 

adult fiction and during the 1980s (6). The initial descriptions of the three female 

characters can consequently be perceived as containing a feminist message. Had the 

depiction of Kelsey, Bria and Allyson as independent and content with their 

alternative lifestyles remained stagnant throughout the novels, the claim that they 

are anti-feminist would have been disproven. However, the narrative takes an anti-

feminist turn after the initial encounters, as the sections below will show.   

        After the opening depiction of the female travellers as strong and independent, 

it is revealed that they struggle with personal insecurities and negative self-images. 

Kelsey “got that strange niggling sensation at the back of my mind, like the insistent 

buzz of a mosquito” that she is “missing something” (Cormack 8) in her life. When 

Bria bought travel equipment for her South American trip, she “felt like a fraud” 

(Hubbard 8), inadequate and unfit for the role of adventurer. Allyson is ashamed of 

her personality and physical appearance: “In my mind, I am bold and forthright, but 

what comes out always seems to be so meek and polite” (Foreman 26). She 

compares herself to girls that she thinks are more attractive, feeling “short as a 
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midget and plain as a mop.” (Foreman 52). Clearly, these are not confident modern-

day heroines enjoying adventures out in the world. Rather, they are insecure women 

who feel lost in it.  

        The female protagonists in the three novels never ‘find’ themselves. Instead, 

they are all ‘found’ by a boyfriend who gradually erases insecurities and feelings of 

being lost. Allyson meets Dutch traveller Willem and describes her infatuation with 

him as a “delicious surrender” (Foreman 87). The linguistic choice here suggests 

that she enjoys the role of the submissive woman. The verb “surrender” is defined 

as to “stop resisting to an opponent and submit to their authority” (“surrender”). The 

fact that Allyson is euphoric about submitting to Willem’s authority – she finds her 

surrender delicious – shows that she enjoys becoming dependent on him. “I feel 

myself slipping away to him” (Foreman 87), Allyson muses. The quote confirms 

that she sees her aspiring romance with Willem as the equivalent of giving him, the 

man, power over her. The common anti-feminist move to “make dichotomous, 

value-associated assumptions about the two sexes” (Schumacher 32) according to 

which women are depicted as inferior and men as superior – a common expression 

of the cultural mindset that encourages sexual inequality – is undoubtedly visible 

here. Allyson’s and Willem’s story can be viewed as an expression of how “our 

current historical context still places Man and Woman in a hierarchical dichotomy 

with Woman, female, and the feminine severely undervalued”, as explained by 

James (129). It is clear that Allyson is undervalued in the novel, since she is depicted 

as needing a male partner.  

        The presence of a value-associated dichotomy about males and females 

containing elements of “active-passive, superior-inferior”, as described by 

Schumacher (32),  in the novel is made even clearer by the fact that it is Allyson’s 
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male partner who erases her insecurities and makes her grow as a person. She 

believes that her man is more vital to her growth than her travels. Allyson is 

convinced that her transformation into a better version of herself “has to do with the 

person who brought me here. And with the person he allowed me to become here.” 

(Foreman 104). Again, the linguistic choice is revelatory of a submissive mindset. 

Allyson says that Willem allows her to become a different person. She is not in 

control over her own life anymore – her man is.  She is “…in love with him … 

Willem changed my life” (Foreman 291). Apparently, Allyson was insecure and 

incomplete as an independent female traveller but now, as a subordinate girlfriend 

dependent on her man, she is finally happy. She is delighted but no longer 

successful, as she fails her studies and drops out of the pre-medical programme after 

meeting Willem. The narrative choice to depict a successful but single woman as 

unhappy, but an unsuccessful woman with a man by her side as happy is an 

expression of the same message that was conveyed by postfeminist new 

traditionalists during the 1980s. As Genz and Brabon explain, “the backlash not only 

warns women that they cannot ‘have it all’ and must choose between home and 

career, but also makes the choice for them” by promoting the first option as the true 

path to “a full and fulfilled existence” (55). As argued, that is what happens in the 

character Allyson’s case.  

          The narrative development described above also makes it possible to draw a 

link between Just One Day and the anti-feminist young adult novels published 

during the 1980s, which might have been inspired by postfeminist new 

traditionalism. As Hamilton-Honey explains, such novels often contained female 

lead characters whose initial focus on “college and careers” was switched to 
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“appearance and romance” (1). The fact that Allyson does exactly that confirms the 

claim that the narrative contains an anti-feminist message.  

         Like Allyson, Kelsey quickly makes herself dependent on a man she meets 

during her travels: “I didn’t burn without him” (Cormack 208), she says about her 

new boyfriend, Hunt, suggesting that she cannot experience intense happiness alone. 

Equally like Allyson, Kelsey considers her male companion more important than 

her travels. “Of all the things I wanted in life – the places I wanted to see and the 

things I wanted to accomplish – the thing I always wanted most was to be the kind 

of person that burned” (Cormack 208). Since Kelsey has already declared that the 

only thing that makes her “burn” is her man, the only conclusion that can be drawn 

is that she, like Allyson, has found what was missing – a man – and is finally happy. 

Here, the postfeminist notion of how women supposedly are incapable of 

experiencing happiness without a male partner is clearly visible in the narrative. 

           It is also Hunt, not Kelsey herself, who is responsible for her growth in the 

novel. She says: “I’d felt stuck for a long time, leaving a past I wanted to forget and 

headed toward a future I didn’t want. Until Hunt … he made me think I could have 

a bigger story” (Cormack 178). What Kelsey de facto says is that she was mentally 

stagnant as an independent adventurer, despising her past and her future. As a 

girlfriend dependant on her boyfriend, she is no longer cognitively stuck. She is 

happy and fulfilled. In fact, Kelsey is now so submissive that the prospect of being 

miserable with Hunt is more alluring than the thought of being happy without him: 

“in my wildest imagination, I couldn’t imagine how the best future without him 

could ever compare to the worst future with him” (Cormack 208). She, the once 

independent young woman who before meeting a man wanted “to accomplish 

something and be something” (Cormack 28), is henceforth content with having 
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coupledom as the sole focus of her life:  “Every time, every single time I would 

choose our future over my future” (Cormack 208). Here, Kelsey seems to suggest 

that it would be impossible for a woman to focus on her own life – her own future – 

if she wants to have her man. She presents it as if it is necessary for women to 

choose. They can either be independent women or dependent girlfriends or wives 

who construct their lives around their men. The more gender-equal option – to form 

part of a couple but at the same time enjoy personal space and value one’s own 

future – does not seem to exist in Kelsey’s mind. Again, the postfeminist thought 

than women “must choose between home and career” and supposedly only enjoy a 

“full and fulfilled existence” when opting for the latter (Genz and Brabon 55) is 

clearly visible here. In addition, the common anti-feminist choice to switch the focus 

from the heroine herself to her male partner, as explained by Barry (117), has clearly 

been made. While it was Kelsey’s dreams and ambitions that pushed the story 

forward initially, it is now Hunt’s life that is considered important.  

          Like Allyson and Kelsey, Bria falls in love with a man, Rowan, during her 

travel adventure, to whom she surrenders her independence. “When you fall for a 

guy like Rowan, nothing is certain” (Hubbard 206), she says, referring to her future. 

What she de facto suggests is that he controls her future, not her or even the two of 

them co-jointly. If she had any free will whatsoever, there would at least have been 

some element of certainty. Since she, the inferior person in the couple, does not have 

that, nothing is certain. Thus, the common anti-feminist “superior-inferior” 

dichotomy that according to Schumacher “may be used in a sex-linked interpretive 

model” (32) is evident in the narrative. Bria is depicted as inferior and her male 

partner as superior. 
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         Moreover, Bria trades her travel dreams and adventure lust for dreams about 

coupledom with her man, just like the two other female protagonists. Prior to 

becoming Rowan’s girlfriend, Bria believed in what she called “wanderlove” which 

was defined as a passion for independent travel. But now, she is “pretty sure we’ve 

found the antidote to Wanderlove: each other” (Hubbard 206). Clearly, Bria shares 

Kelsey’s view that women must choose between being individuals who experience 

adventures – something which seemingly does not make them happy – and being a 

man’s girlfriend, which in the novels is a recipe for happiness. In fact, the linguistic 

choice “antidote” suggests that Bria now considers female adventure lust a disease 

rather than a lifestyle choice. Lifestyle choices do not have antidotes, but diseases 

do. The remedy for the independent lifestyle Bria once craved but now dismisses as 

an illness is a male partner who takes control over the lost young woman’s life. Her 

reasoning resembles that of post-feminist new traditionalists. In the same way that 

Bria ends up dismissing her dreams about independent travel as something negative 

while celebrating her traditional role as a submissive girlfriend as a positive force, 

new traditionalists argued that the feminist movement supposedly went too far and 

that the traditional wife role was the only path to a “full and fulfilled existence” 

(Genz and Brabon 54).  

         Similar to Allyson’s failed pre-medicine studies and Kelsey’s lost ambition 

“to accomplish something and be something” (Cormack 28), Bria postpones her 

plans to go to university so that she can focus on Rowan instead. All the female 

protagonists have gone from being academically successful to drifters lacking career 

goals. Yet, they are seemingly happier now than before. The findings here are 

similar to those of Stibe and Hval who discovered, in the young adult novels with 

romance plots that they studied, that the descriptions of female characters as strong 
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was not enough for the narrative to be considered feminist (133). Although the 

young women in the novels they studied were “portrayed as strong characters, their 

need for a boyfriend in order to fit in appears to be complicit with rather than 

question some of the stereotypes” about men and women (Stibe and Hval 133). In 

the same way, the women in the three selected travel-themed young adult novels 

with a romance plot are initially described as strong. Yet, they all need a Prince 

Charming to experience feelings of fulfilment and happiness – a narrative move that 

also confirms rather than challenges traditional gender roles.  

        Kelsey, Bria and Allyson certainly do not show the “desire to resist the 

limitations of gender” which Day claims is a characteristic of female protagonists in 

contemporary young adult fiction published in the twenty-first century – supposedly 

a new Golden Age for the genre (3). Sawyer Fritz’s belief that twenty-first century 

young adult novels “contributing to the development of a new era of feminism” (30) 

does not seem to be accurate when it comes to the stories about Kelsey, Bria and 

Allyson. Instead, the adventurous setting and their status as travellers initially hide 

that they have more in common with the female lead characters of the young adult 

fiction published in the 1980s, whom according to Day were “submissive, self-

sacrificing and subordinate” (3). As shown, Finding It, Wanderlove and Just One 

Day can rather be interpreted as having a postfeminist new traditionalist message. 

The protagonists do not mind being dependent on their boyfriends – they enjoy it 

and experience feelings of fulfilment based on their dependence. Moreover, they 

fear the thought of losing their boyfriends more than anything else. A common 

theme within post-feminist new traditionalism is the alleged “fear of loneliness” and 

“stigma of remaining single” (McRobbie 261). Thus, the novels reflect the new 
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traditionalist mindset according to which a woman must have a man by her side to 

be fulfilled.  

 

The Dominant Male Hunter and Submissive Female Prey 
 

The female protagonists accept the submissive role in their relationships, letting 

their male partners dominate them. The power balance is visible in their linguistic 

choices. In Finding It, Kelsey describes her male partner’s name as “predatory” and 

his gaze as “possessive” (Cormack 103), which suggests that she considers him a 

hunter and herself the prey. When he carries her in his strong arms, she tells him: 

“’You remind me of God’” (Cormack 15), which shows that she considers him 

powerful and all-mighty. In Just One Day, Allyson refers to her man as a lion and 

to herself as “the weakest gazelle” (Foreman 35). Bria’s male partner calls her a 

“fairy-child” in Wanderlove (Hubbard 114). The words used to describe the women 

in the novels are representative of a vocabulary criticised by feminists. To change 

linguistic habits is a significant goal of the feminist movement since many years, 

since it is believed that language “is constructed in relation to norms and 

conventions” (Felski 66). The common practice of referring to women as children 

or girls suggests immaturity, silliness and irresponsibility. It paints a picture of 

members of the female sex as “physically and intellectually weak, incapable of 

taking on responsibility or making important decisions” (Lakoff 45). Clearly, the 

linguistic choices about the women in the novels makes the common superior-

inferior dichotomy described by Schumacher (32) visible in the narrative.  

      The female characters’ submission and their male counterparts’ dominance is 

equally obvious in their actions. The men always lead while the female protagonists 

happily follow. On several occasions in all the three novels, the women are clueless 
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about where they are. Kelsey, who before meeting her boyfriend was ecstatic about 

being able to jump on whatever train she felt like taking, no longer has a will of her 

own: “With his hand circled around my wrist, he could have led me anywhere … 

With him carrying my backpack and our fingers laced together, I was fine with 

wherever we went” (Cormack 90). Manifestly, Kelsey now lets her male partner 

handle her decisions. If she tries to take initiatives, he corrects her: “’I’m going to 

kiss you, princess. But not now, not when you’re telling me to” (Cormack 99). 

Clearly, she has become the subordinate person in the relationship – an example of 

a female character learning to be passive in life. Here, the narrative supports Kegan 

Gardiner’s claim that romance literature “encourages female passivity” (121). 

        In the same way, Willem decides where Allyson goes in Just One Day. He does 

not even reply when she asks where he is taking her, merely answering: “‘Don’t 

worry about that. You just get comfortable’” (Foreman 74). Allyson submissively 

accepts the answer. Bria in Wanderlove does the same, even when her male partner 

briskly changes their itinerary: “’This is it’, Rowan says as we pull up. ‘Get your 

stuff’” (Hubbard 77). Even though Bria admits being afraid, she obediently follows 

her man. Before long, Bria begins attributing the beauty around her to Rowan, 

thanking him for it “’Thank you’ … ‘For this’. I reach toward the horizon, grasping 

at it with my fingers. ‘All of it.’” (Hubbard 126). He finds the compliment justified, 

replying with a simple “my pleasure” (Hubbard 126). They have both forgotten that 

Bria would have travelled around South America, seeing the same landscape, even 

if they had never met. Instead, they now think that everything she sees must be 

attributed to him, a fact that is confirmed further through this comment from Rowan: 

“if only you should take my hand, I would show you things beyond your wildest 

dreams’” (Hubbard 114). Clearly, it has been forgotten that Bria got herself on the 
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road independently, out of her own initiative. Theoretically, Bria does not need a 

man to have new experiences, but she chooses to need him. Clearly, all three 

formerly independent women are now mere followers, submissive to dominant male 

partners. Also, the focus of interest has shifted from the female protagonists’ actions 

to those of their male partners – a common anti-feminist narrative move (Barry 117). 

The notion of the female lack of agency which is particularly apparent in novels 

with a romance plot (Kegan Gardiner 121) is also expressed clearly. 

       While the men’s dominance over the women is mainly mental, it frequently 

turns physical as well. The men grab hold of their girlfriends to carry or drag them 

in different directions: “I turned to flee, and Hunt pulled me back” (Cormack 101), 

Kelsey says, referring to a bungy-jump that she did not want to do. After his 

manhandling of her, she gave into his authority and jumped. Bria did the same when 

Rowan dragged her to a street food stall: “he catches my arm … ‘come with me’” 

(Hubbard 21), even though she had declared previously that she wanted to avoid it. 

Clearly, dominant boyfriends’ wishes are the submissive women’s commands.  

 

The Infantilization of Female Protagonists 
 

The men act as if they are loving parents to disobedient children in need of guidance. 

When Hunt decides that Kelsey should go to her hostel instead of to a nightclub 

without him, he picks her up and tries to carry her there as a parent would a toddler, 

despite her protests: “’Let me down, I don’t need anyone to carry me’. He spoke, 

and I felt his low voice vibrate from his chest into mine. ‘I don’t care what you think 

you need’” (Cormack 15). The statement is as parent-like as the action to carry 

Kelsey.  

        When Allyson and Willem in Just One Day are chased by armed Nazis in Paris, 

he wants to send her somewhere safe but remain in the city himself. Both are adults 
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and in theory equally vulnerable to weapons. Still, he decides to send her to safety, 

like parents who have stricter rules for their children than themselves. Allyson 

protests but does not question her boyfriend’s right to make decisions on her behalf, 

saying: “‘You’re sending me back. Do what you have to do.’” (Foreman 99). 

Palpably, she no longer talks about going places. Instead, it is her man who sends 

her places, as an adult would a minor. Clearly, the depiction of female characters as 

dependant on “a Prince Charming”, which Stibe and Andersson Hval highlighted as 

an anti-feminist narrative move (133), is apparent here.  

        Like Kelsey and Allyson who were not authorised by their men to go to a 

nightclub and stay in Paris respectively, Rowan requests a talk with Bria when she 

decides to have a drink with a girlfriend: “Once Rowan and I are outside, he clears 

his throats a couple of times. ‘Don’t stay out to late,’ he says finally’” (Hubbard 91). 

Interestingly, Rowan had no issues with Bria being at the restaurant with him. Yet, 

the prospect of her being there without him bothers him. The situation resembles 

that of a parent worrying about a teenager, rather than an adult-to-adult conversation. 

         The fact that the men are fine with their girlfriends doing adventurous things 

under their supervision, but not with other people or alone, strengthens the claim 

that the latter are infantilized. Rowan, who was against the idea of his girlfriend 

sitting in a restaurant without him, urges her to jump from a cliff into a waterfall 

even though she has a water phobia, telling her: “’You can hold on to me. Come on 

Bria.’” (Hubbard 98). He seems to think that since he is present, dear cannot exist 

for Bria. Hunt, who refused to let Kelsey go to a nightclub without him, exposes her 

to dangerous situations in his company. She asks: “’What if it’s a terrible 

neighbourhood? It could be dangerous’” to which he replies: “’I would never let 

anything bad happen to you.’” (Cormack 91). Again, his words resemble a comment 
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that a parent would make to a frightened child. The overprotective Willem who 

considers himself in charge of Allyson’s safety urges her to climb up a building with 

him, despite her protests: “too high, too dangerous … he heaves me halfway up … 

Willem is standing just below, a private half-smile on his lips” (Foreman 103). Like 

the two other men, Willem has made himself the manager of his girlfriend’s safety. 

His half-smile might suggest that he is proud of her for succeeding to climb, with 

some help from himself – just like a parent who is proud when their child 

accomplishes something. Their relationship contains the hierarchy based on 

assumptions “that male and female exhibit group characteristics that are biologically 

determined or socially defined or both” as described by Schumacher (32). The 

female side – here represented by Allyson – is undervalued. 

 

Wise Male Guru, Clueless Female Pupil 
 

Throughout the stories, the men act as teachers and the women as clueless pupils. A 

reoccurring topic of discussion within all three couples is the women’s alleged 

incompetency. In Wanderlove, Bria admires “the backpacker boys … Unlike me, 

they’ve learned the right way to travel.” (Hubbard 15). In Just One Day, Allyson 

tells her boyfriend: “You have the talent for travel. I’m not sure that I do … I’m no 

good at it.’” (Foreman 44). In Finding It, complains to Hunt about how bad she is at 

travelling. He retorts: “’Maybe you’ve been doing it wrong.’” (Cormack 95). All 

three quotes suggest that the women are incompetent at the only task the characters 

in these novels perform – travelling. The depiction of women as inept creatures is 

another social construction that forms part of the cultural mindset that can be 

exposed in literature through feminist criticism, as explained by Barry (117).  
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         The female characters’ incompetence is in stark contrast to their male partners’ 

expertise, demonstrated through lesson-like statements. Willem tells Allyson: “You 

have to surrender yourself to the chaos …the little things that happen.” (Foreman 

45). Like a pupil would, she asks for clarifications: “’This all sounds very Jedi. Can 

you be more specific’”? (Foreman 45) and like a teacher he elaborates: “’When you 

travel, you put yourself out there.” (Foreman 46). Clearly, the male is a 

knowledgeable teacher and the female a clueless student.  

        In Wanderlove, Bria makes a list of “Rowan’s travel rules” (Hubbard 47). The 

linguistic choice here – rules instead of advice– connotate authority. Advice are 

optional, but rules must be followed. Rowan’s non-optional rules often cause Bria 

discomfort. She obediently throws away an expensive new suitcase to follow 

“Rowan’s first travel rule” which is “the smaller the backpack, the bigger the ego”. 

(Hubbard 47). Like Kelsey, she asks questions like a pupil would to a teacher: “’So, 

are we off the beaten path yet?”. Like Hunt, he lectures: “‘For someone who has 

been travelling forever, anywhere that accepts US dollars is pretty well trod’” 

(Hubbard 73). Bria replies: ‘Got it.’’” (Hubbard 73). Clearly, the man and woman 

have the roles of teacher and pupil respectively.  

        Hunt, who believes that Kelsey has been “doing it wrong” (Cormack 95) when 

it comes to travelling, also provides lecture-like monologues, telling her that “the 

best parts of life are the things we can’t plan’”. The quotes suggest that he indeed 

sees the female protagonist as incompetent – not just at travelling, but at life. Hunt 

constantly criticises Kelsey for supposed mistakes, chastising her, for instance, for 

having a map: “you just have to throw away the map … a map is a life someone else 

already lived” (Cormack 95). The liberties he takes suggest that he considers himself 

his girlfriend’s guru or, indeed, her teacher.  



22 

 

       In teacher-pupil hierarchy, the latter is subordinate. It can thus be argued that a 

narrative that presents men as teachers and women as pupils is another expression 

of the dichotomy based on “value-associated assumptions about the two sexes” 

described by Schumacher according to which men are superior to women (32). 

Moreover, the “traditional tie between masculinity and reason” (James 129) is 

visible here. Since the men in the novels supposedly are more reasonable than the 

women, the former are the teachers. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Gender inequality is estimated to remain a major societal problem for another one 

hundred and eight years (World Economic Forum). The movement for a more 

gender-equal society has always been partly literary. It has been, and still is, 

considered important how men and women are depicted in literature. Women in 

fiction are often described as subordinate to and dependent of men (Schumacher 

32), which is a potential problem since literature forms part of the socialisation 

process. It is believed that fiction contributes to creating and strengthening social 

constructions that encourage a “cultural mindset that breeds sexual inequality” 

(Barry 117).  

        Since readers might be more impressionable during their formative years, some 

feminist literary critics focus on exposing anti-feminist narratives in young adult 

fiction. As a genre, young adult fiction has only existed since the 1930s (Cart 8). 

The first wave of novels contained anti-feminist narratives, followed by a brief 

Golden Age of young adult fiction in the 1950s, 60s and 70s, during which female 

protagonists were less gender stereotypical. The 1980s was a regression to young 

adult novels with submissive heroines – possibly a side effect of post-feminist new 

traditionalism (Genz and Brabon 54). While scholars such as Sawyer Fritz (30) and 
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Day (6) argue that the genre now experiences a second Golden Age with more 

progressive ways of depicting female characters, others, such as Stibe and 

Andersson Hval (133) believe that modern young adult novels still contain anti-

feminist narratives. This essay has argued that the latter is the case in Just One Day 

by Gayle Foreman, Wanderlove by Kirsten Hubbard and Finding It by Cora 

Cormack, which are contemporary young adult novels with romance and travel 

plots. 

       While the adventurous starting points in the three novels might initially lure 

readers into believing that the message is positive from a gender equality perspective 

– they all begin with the introductions of seemingly strong independent female 

travellers – the anti-feminist narrative soon becomes apparent. The novels are based 

on a plot in which a young woman full of personal insecurities falls in love with a 

dominant man who is depicted as her only path to happiness. The female 

protagonists cannot experience happiness without their male partners. They were 

unhappy and incomplete before meeting their boyfriends and are convinced that no 

future can exist without the latter. The women are depicted as in need of men for 

their personal growth. The reasoning can be viewed as echoing the postfeminist idea 

that women need to abide by gender stereotypes, fulfilling the role of the 

traditionally submissive female, in order to enjoy a “full and fulfilled existence”, as 

explained by Genz and Brabon (54). 

        In all three novels, the women, who were previously independent, become 

dependent on their boyfriends. They accept the submissive role in their 

relationships, abiding by their boyfriends’ rules even when it is associated with 

discomfort. The women abandon their dreams – for instance, plans on enrolling at a 

university – choosing instead to reconstruct their futures around their male partners. 
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To focus on the female heroine’s male partner instead of her is a common narrative 

move highlighted as problematic by feminist literary critics (Barry 117). 

        The claim that Just One Day, Wanderlove and Finding It have an anti-feminist 

message is further strengthened by the infantilization of the women in the novels. 

The male characters control their girlfriends’ behaviour. They draw up safety 

protocols for the women that are not based on potential treats, but uniquely on the 

former’s presence. If the male partner is not present, a restaurant visit is considered 

dangerous but if he is present, breaking into a building is considered safe. Moreover, 

the women are described as incompetent while the male characters are depicted as 

experts. The men are gurus and teachers, while the women are their clueless pupils. 

The existence of a clear male-female dichotomy according to which women are 

submissive and men dominant is a common manner of reinforcing, in literature, the 

cultural mindset that is responsible for sexual inequality, as explained by 

Schumacher (32). Hence, the three novels support James’ claim that “our current 

historical context still places Man and Woman in a hierarchical dichotomy with 

Woman, female, and the feminine severely undervalued” (129).  

       The romance plot in Just One Day, Wanderlove and Finding It confirms rather 

than challenges traditional gender roles. The women are submissive, subordinate, 

incompetent, infantilized and dependent on men. The men are dominant, competent 

and in control of their girlfriends’ lives. If young adult fiction as a literary genre is 

in the midst of experiencing a second Golden Age in this century with the dawning 

of independent female protagonists, the women in the selected three novels are 

certainly not an example of it. Rather, the narrative has more in common with earlier 

works of fiction criticised by feminist literary critics for making the female 

characters’ lives evolve exclusively around men. Finding It, Just One Day and 
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Wanderlove are filled with expressions of the cultural mindset responsible for sexual 

inequality. Allyson, Kelsey and Bria demand neither to have the power over men 

nor over themselves – their only purpose in life is to give men power over them. 

Rather than to travel, to go somewhere, they want to be led anywhere by a man.   
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