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indigeneity; in seventeen chapters, the collection neglects to consider 
how texts for young people about (non-indigenous) children of color 
might represent place and space in ways that depart from texts about 
white children. The essays included are similarly silent on disability and 
sexuality, another conspicuous absence. Given that the introduction 
positions otherness as the collection’s major framework, these gaps are 
especially palpable. Therefore, although this book contains commend-
able scholarship, it ultimately falls short of achieving its wide-ranging 
goal to show comprehensively how “[i]maginative geography fosters a 
better appreciation of the mimetic truth of [children’s] fiction” (22).

Perils of Protection: Shipwrecks, Orphans, and Children’s Rights, by Susan 
Honeyman. UP of Mississippi, 2019.

Reviewed by Michelle J. Smith

One of the fundamentals of studying children’s literature covered in 
introductory courses is the invented nature of childhood innocence. 
Students learn to challenge their preconceptions about whether chil-
dren should be exposed to fictional depictions of “mature” themes, 
including sex, violence, war, and drug use. While the fabricated nature 
of childhood innocence underwrites the theoretical foundations of 
literary analysis of children’s fiction, the relationship of the idealized 
child to historical and contemporary children’s rights remains com-
paratively undertheorized. In Susan Honeyman’s first monograph, 
Elusive Childhood: Impossible Representations in Modern Fiction (2005), 
she examines the creation of childhood and its stereotypes by adults. 
In Perils of Protection, she narrows her focus to the adult protectionism 
that denies children’s agency and needs through their figuration as 
vulnerable victims, exploring the ways in which such narratives work 
to prioritize adults.

Honeyman’s study is informed by her experience as a former 
court advocate for children in foster care, and it aims to marry legal 
approaches to the topic with those of children’s literature. She seeks 
to demonstrate that protectionism—as enacted through the privatiza-
tion of childhood—“has in fact left minors increasingly isolated in 
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dwindling (and sometimes nonexistent) social units such as ‘nuclear 
family,’ vulnerable to multiple injustices made possible by eroded or 
unrecognized participatory rights” (4). Her historical analysis—and 
problematization—of the notion of “children first” has significance 
for contemporary ideas of “selfless parenting” and child worship. This 
book seeks to show how a historical emphasis on the protection of 
children from harm has led to the contemporary condition in which 
children have lost their freedoms. The broad range of literary sources 
incorporated into the analysis is marshaled in the service of “reflecting 
communal perspectives toward child protection and participation” (5).

In chapter one, the narratives surrounding historical shipwrecks 
are interpreted for what they can reveal about male power, ideas about 
motherhood, and how mythologies about childhood serve adults. 
Honeyman punctures the aura surrounding the disaster tenet of 
“women and children first,” tracing its origins to the HMS Birkenhead 
sinking in 1852 in which soldiers placed women and children in an 
inadequate number of lifeboats. Her investigation of scholarly sources 
and historical practices leads her to conclude that there was little focus 
on saving children in actual instances of shipwreck and that the real 
motto might be “mothers first—we need them to do the hard work 
of parenting” (19). In addition, narratives about male sacrifice for 
women and children reinforce male heroic power that works to deny 
the grim reality of most historic shipwrecks. As Honeyman observes, we 
are culturally fascinated by romanticized stories about the Titanic, for 
example, because it is exceptional: “it flatters our hopes that children 
are safe rather than alerting us to problems that beset the small and 
outnumbered” (28).

Perils of Protection slides between consideration of history and fictional 
narratives, with chapter two turning to novels about castaway families 
and children, which were popular with child readers in Britain and the 
United States throughout the nineteenth century. While children’s 
literature scholars often describe the removal of parents as an essential 
plot device to enable children to act independently and pursue adven-
ture, Honeyman suggests that the popularization of Daniel Defoe’s 
Robinson Crusoe (1719) and the tradition it inspired served adult needs 
to isolate children through an island setting. She proposes that the 
novel represents “optimism about breaking away from the nuclearizing 
family and a naïve but sinister faith in privatizing property” (42). The 
chapter draws parallels between the Robinsonade flourishing for child 
readers and the increasing isolation of children in the United States 
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in the nineteenth century by adults who sought to segregate them 
from “current geographies” in order to reproduce the circumstances 
of their own childhoods (49). In contrast, comic strips, such as Milton 
Caniff’s Terry and the Pirates Shipwrecked on a Desert Island (1938), pro-
vided a highly gendered ideal for boy readers, in which a heroic ideal 
of protecting girls and women correlated with boys’ greater freedom 
in comparison with both groups.

The chapter’s resonances with contemporary conceptions of child-
hood are meaningfully developed in the second half, in which the focus 
turns to risk and its role in the development of resilience. In protecting 
children from adversity, we may stifle not only the potential growth of 
independence and courage, but also “concern for that which is outside 
of the self (environment, others)” through their insulation from the 
world around them (64). It is important to recognize that children 
lost the right to roam from the late nineteenth century onward, rather 
than enclosure being an inherent aspect of childhood. The unusual 
example of teenagers who have attempted to break records for sailing 
around the world, and the memoirs they have published, is indicative 
of how much young people’s freedoms to travel beyond expected 
physical bounds are constrained. Public backlash about the safety of 
ambitious young people such as Jessica Watson gradually closed off 
these possibilities through the abolition of World Sailing Speed Records 
and Guinness Records for minors. Honeyman suggests that arbitrary 
determinations of age-appropriate behaviors that do not allow young 
people any degree of input can be “unjust,” and she calls for ways to 
“enable an outlet for roaming more safely and freely” (73).

In the twenty-first century, privatized parenting practices are under 
intense and omnipresent public scrutiny. Parents are subject to pres-
sures surrounding their children’s use of media, the time that they 
spend with other children, and their ability to provide intellectual 
enrichment and the right type of education, and they are thus com-
pelled to micromanage their children’s well-being. These expectations, 
however, do not extend to all children. In chapter three, “Babies in 
Boxes,” Honeyman considers the operation of protectionism in relation 
to children who are not safely ensconced in the privatized realm of the 
family: orphans, foundlings, and children in foster care among them. 
This chapter maps several overlapping tensions between protection and 
freedom and private child-saving efforts with those of public institu-
tions. It begins with consideration of historical attempts at child welfare 
in the nineteenth century by Maria Rye and Thomas John Barnardo, 
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who traded tens of thousands of British Home Children and neglected 
children from Britain to Canada and other colonial locations. Although 
lauded in the print culture of the period, these protectionist schemes 
are now read as bordering on “kidnapping” and as “untoward” rather 
than charitable (77). This colonial context provides the foundation for 
the discussion of American children who have been surrendered by 
their biological families, anonymously abandoned at foundling hospi-
tals or in baby hatches, or forcibly drawn into the child protection system 
because of concerns about abuse or neglect. The examples that follow 
demonstrate the complexity of ongoing attempts to protect children, 
which are “necessary” but rarely acknowledged as “limit[ing] freedom” 
(94). As Honeyman’s experience as a court-appointed special advocate 
(CASA) illuminates, the way adults “protect” their own children and 
form families is not as straightforward as many individuals and institu-
tions may imagine; for instance, a parent may be willing to relinquish 
one troublesome child in order to reclaim care of other children.

The chapter is interspersed with consideration of textual orphans 
ranging from the 1920s comic Little Orphan Annie to Malinda Lo’s young 
adult Cinderella retelling, Ash (2009). Honeyman suggests that popular 
culture reflects our tendency to blame other people’s children and 
parents rather than to act as a community. Our insistence of keeping 
children like “private property” not only denies them the benefits of 
community but ensures that “our protections imprison them” (116). 
In the instance of the Cinderella trope, Honeyman points out that the 
family servitude and abuse found in American riffs on the tale type are 
secondary to the attainment of riches. While several contemporary YA 
Cinderellas transform their dire situations through their individual 
strengths and determination, Honeyman suggests that they also signal 
the “dangers of being defined within familial relations according to 
the whims of emotional economics that can have very real structural 
consequences” (103). Nevertheless, as this chapter demonstrates, many 
children who are raised in families that are far from the imagined 
ideal are highly self-reliant and practiced at concealing the extremes 
of their home life, something which protectionism downplays through 
insistence on a limited narrative of child vulnerability and victimhood.

One of the strengths of Perils of Protection is the range of sources that 
inform the study. A perennial difficulty in researching children’s history 
and historical children’s culture is that young people’s voices are mostly 
absent from the archive. Honeyman incorporates sources produced 
by children, including letters, correspondence with publications, and 
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texts by children. While images of young Americans throwing comics 
on bonfires in the 1940s are instantly available through a Google search, 
young people’s opinions about comics during periods of attempted 
censorship are less accessible. Chapter four showcases Honeyman’s 
valuable archival research, revealing what the readers of comics had 
to say about print culture censorship conducted in the name of child 
protection and how young readers “knowingly confronted censorship 
and restrictions to their consumer choice” (130). Far from the passive 
recipients of what were feared to be harmful narratives, children are 
framed as active readers through joining fan clubs, writing fanzines, 
contributing to letters columns, sharing comics, and preserving copies 
“as stewards of the form” (139).

The great taboos of children’s literature are death and sex. In the 
final chapter, a selection of texts from a variety of historical and ethnic 
contexts that discuss child illness and death are investigated to con-
sider children’s medical rights. Honeyman shows how protectionism 
infiltrates texts such as “cancer books” to impinge upon “children’s 
participatory rights to full knowledge and self-determination about 
their bodies” (160). These narratives, she argues, are designed to emo-
tionally shield parents, placing their well-being above the rights of both 
child patients and child readers to understand themselves as “knowing 
medical subjects” (160). This specific point about the way child protec-
tion discourses are constructed in the service of adults speaks to the 
broader argument made in Perils of Protection about how new standards 
that demand performances of parental selflessness and devotion are in 
fact fueled by selfish motivations. Moreover, protectionist sentiments 
that ostensibly privilege the child and the business of child raising fail 
to protect all children.

This timely monograph asks us to look beyond the prioritizing of 
childhood in contemporary culture and to see the negative conse-
quences of “privatizing families, islanding childhood, [and] worship-
ing children individually but obscuring them as a political interest 
group” (177). Honeyman skewers many contemporary beliefs about, 
and aspirations for, children. Her direct language is neatly balanced 
by scholarly rigor and thorough archival research. For instance, when 
considering the recent parental obsession with categorizing their chil-
dren as exceptional, Honeyman asks why anyone would even want to 
raise a child genius: “Would you really want your kid to be like Mozart? 
He was kind of a young twerp who turned into an overgrown twerp (no 
disrespect—love his music, and his letters, but come on—this is not a 
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person I’d want to have to clean up after or tend)” (118). As these few 
sentences trouble the aura surrounding the child genius, so too does 
Perils of Protection, through a studied evaluation of children’s rights 
throughout cultural and literary history, critique the harm of many 
assumptions and practices that flow from contemporary constructions 
of childhood.

The Sidekick Comes of Age: How Young Adult Literature is Shifting the Side-
kick Paradigm, by Stephen M. Zimmerly. Lexington, 2019. (Series: 
Children and Youth in Popular Culture)

Reviewed by Elisabeth Rose Gruner

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;
Am an attendant lord, one that will do
To swell a progress, start a scene or two,
Advise the prince; no doubt . . . (Eliot 7)

While the concept of the sidekick brings Prufrock’s rueful words ir-
resistibly to mind for me, Stephen M. Zimmerly gives the character far 
more credit than either I or T. S. Eliot would. For Zimmerly, the side-
kick—perhaps Horatio, but certainly not an unnamed lord—is a named 
character in a text, a character with substance and, most importantly, 
some significant relationship to the protagonist. That relationship is 
what occupies the majority of this somewhat slight but interesting book. 
Zimmerly’s argument is that YA texts (a field he defines broadly—more 
about that in a moment) are expanding the role of the sidekick to the 
point of refiguring the hero/sidekick relationship altogether, calling 
into question the role itself.

Zimmerly defines YA literature broadly: “if a text struggles with 
[the] central question of how adult identity should be shaped, it will 
be considered part of YA” (11). I’m not confident that even this broad 
definition encompasses such texts as The Hobbit (taken up in chapter 
one) or, for that matter, the Batman series, but the focus on the sidekick 
also requires attention primarily to quest, mystery, and adventure texts 
(see page 16). The intersection, then, of the two elements of Zimmerly’s 
study yields up a few anomalies, such as treating The Hobbit, To Kill A 


