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Most teachers would agree that having your child read at least fifteen minutes a day will not only increase their mental capabilities, but also increase their vocabulary and ease learning in the future.  From grade school until college, and beyond, daily reading is essential to the function of almost every person in America.  After thinking back to the stories I read as a child and analyzing the roles women played in those stories I found many interesting things.  Most of the tales from my youth rarely appeared females at all, and when they did they were princesses, motherly figures, or evil witches.  I’m interested not only in these stories, but how they helped shaped my perceptions today.


When I first began to think of the books I read as a girl I drew a blank.  In my memory I could not remember any books I had read in school or in my leisure time until I was in middle school.  Then, after asking my mother, I started to remember some of the tales from my youth.  Firstly, my mom informed me that I watched many more movies than I read books.  Secondly, when I read books, they were typically the classics first introduced in school.  She remembered my reading Where the Red Fern Grows, Charlotte’s Web, and To Kill a Mockingbird.  While none of these are the typical Laura Ingalls Wilder books, they do have messages to young girls.


All three books, while very different in subject, portray women and young girls in a very similar way.  In Where the Red Fern Grows, the only women are Ma and she is seen as they typical pioneer woman, very worrisome and pragmatic.  In Charlotte’s Web there are two motherly figures to Wilbur, the young girl (Fern) who owns him and Charlotte the spider.  While the Fern eventually leaves the story, Charlotte stays with Wilbur, gives birth and then dies.  Finally, in To Kill a Mockingbird, the young girl (Scout) is very tomboyish, reprimanded by teachers and neighbors for her behavior and ultimately protected by the silent (albeit strange) man that lives next door.  


From each of these stories girls are given very strict messages.  The first of course is that they are to be lady-like.  I am reminded of Ma in By the Shores of Silver Lake when she tells Laura to keep to herself and not draw too much attention.  The mother in Red Fern, and Fern and Charlotte in Charlotte’s Web are very much like Ma, they are lady like and take care of the men around them.  Furthermore, the idea of mothering is shown as the most paramount task in Charlotte’s Web, after all, Charlotte tells Wilbur that is what she is brought alive to do, have hundreds of babies and then die.  What a message to young girls.  Finally, in Mockingbird when Scout is too much like a boy she is outcast by the women in town and then becomes a target to a vicious attack on her way home one night.  


What I took from these stories was more than just the idea of the roles women play in society.  Especially from To Kill a Mockingbird, I learned great compassion for the weaker members of society, but now looking on these books I have discovered a new light.  Even looking on Disney movies I watched as a kid, all these stories show that girls are lady-like and always beautiful.  So what is there for girls that do not fit that mold?  From these books, if you are like Scout, you will be attacked one night walking home.  The messages are clear, and perhaps the innocent stories of childhood should be re-examined in a more feminist light.   

