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Abstract 

 
This study aimed at revealing the patriarchal oppression experienced by the main character, Eleanor, in a novel 

entitled Eleanor & Park by Rainbow Rowell. Portrayed as a young girl growing up in the midst of domestic 

violence, Eleanor has to deal with oppression in a form of domestic violence from her stepfather. To analyze 

Eleanor’s experience as victim of child abuse, feminist criticism on children’s literature is applied as the main 

theory, which focuses on discussing child’s responses to patriarchal oppression. This study is a qualitative research 

in which the primary data is obtained from the novel. Library research was conducted to collect secondary data 

from books, journals, and other resources related to the issue of domestic violence that become the main focus of 

the analysis. This study showed that having been through oppression and violence in her young age, Eleanor 

attempted to find her own way to survive and fight for her rights. By doing so, she also survived the oppression by 

breaking the traditional gender roles as she gained herself strength and power to escape from the oppression.  
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1. Introduction 

Domestic violence is known as intimate partner violence by persons who live in one's household, 

especially a member of one's immediate family (World Health Organization 2012). The action is willful 

intimidation whether it is physical abuse or psychological abuse (Ann Coyne 1986). In 2012, Child 

Protective Services estimated that 686,000 children were also victims of maltreatment in the United States 

and over 80% of the perpetrators of these crimes were the children’s parents (National Center for Injury 

Prevention and Control, Division of Violence Prevention 2014). As the data showed, 88% were biological 

parents and the rest is step parents. Women and children indicate that they are having higher risk to face 

this oppression and today they still have to fight against it. 

Oppression towards woman and children is related to gender oppression. There is male-domination of 

social structures which leads to the oppression of women. In feminism, the term traditional gender roles 

is used to explain how man is represented as a strong, rational, protective, and decisive; while woman is 

represented as emotional (irrational), weak, nurturing, and submissive (L. Tyson, Critical Theory Today: 

A User-Friendly Guide 2006, 85). Thus, this reinforces the status of female as inferior to male. 

The belief of women’s inferiority eventually leads to gender oppression, which is an individual act of 

abuse and violence, patterns of power and control, and systems of abuse and violence perpetrated against 

women and girls due to their gender (Communities Against Rape and Abuse 2005, 5). Sadly, feminist 

movements have not completely succeeded in taking action to challenge gender oppression. Moreover, 

the victims’ common reaction is remained silent without doing anything. In her book, Morash (2006, 83) 

states that 

“Fathers and potential husbands are viewed as having the right and the responsibility to rigidly control 

women’s sexuality and girls’ sexual desires through female genital mutilation, and girls are devalued 

because when there is gender inequality, they are likely to be economic burdens.”  
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The statement above suggests that man tends to think of woman and children as economic burdens for 

their family. It clearly shows that the reason men does the oppression is due to their superiority that can 

be used to justify their violent acts against women. 

Based on that fact, the issue of domestic violence toward women and children surely is relevant in 

contemporary context. Not only in real life, domestic violence has also been portrayed in numerous 

literary works, including Rainbow Rowell’s novel entitled Eleanor & Park (2012). Unfortunately, not 

many people realize that there is an interesting feminist issue in this novel, which is categorized as a 

children’s literature. Thus, the aim of this study was to focus on the main character’s attempts to survive 

and fight against the oppression. Eleanor, as the main female character, is only a child; and she is facing 

domestic violence from Richie, her stepfather. Throughout the novel, Eleanor is portrayed as a girl who 

attempts to survive by her own way in such young age. By maintaining her rights, she also survives the 

oppression and breaks the traditional gender roles. 

As this study aims to examine the negotiation toward gender oppression in Eleanor & Park, it raises 

a new perspective of feminism in which children are also struggling against gender inequality in the 

society. This study, thus, is expected to raise awareness of woman oppression in children’s literature. 

Similar to women, children are often portrayed in literature as inferior to men and also the oppressed one. 

In analyzing how the oppression is negotiated in Eleanor & Park, this study applies feminist literary 

criticism on children’s literature. Commonly, children's books are dominated by male central characters. 

Gender disparity is sending children a message that "women and girls occupy a less important role in 

society than men or boys” (Rudman 1976, 104).  

As a qualitative research, the primary data in this study isthe novel entitled Eleanor & Park by 

Rainbow Rowell. Meanwhile, as the secondary data were obtained from printed books, printed and online 

journals, and theses on the issue of domestic violence and gender oppression. In order to conduct a 

feminist literary criticism on this novel, close reading method was applied. Doing close reading was 

expected to reveal the oppression experienced by the main character, Eleanor, through her character and 

characterization, her conflicts throughout the story – whether internal or external ones, as well as her 

reaction against the oppression.  By applying Trites’ feminist voices in children’s literature, the analysis 

was firstly focused on the portrayal of women’s oppression in the novel through the experience of the 

main female character, Eleanor. This analysis was then related to gender roles stereotypes according to 

feminist literary criticism. Next, the analysis was directed to reveal how different characters reacted 

against domestic violence. To conclude the analysis, this study also observed how the main female 

character negotiated with traditional gender roles in the novel. 

2. The portrayal of woman oppression through domestic violence 

Eleanor & Park portrays two female characters, namely Eleanor and her mother, Sabrina, who both 

became victims of domestic violence. Domestic violence is one of the effects of gender inequality between 

men and women in the family, which results in the tendency for men to use violent to assert control over 

women. In this novel, the female characters experienced domestic violence due to male domination that 

positioned children as subordinate and “other”. 

Accordingly, authors of children’s books commonly depict child characters as “other”. Othering is 

manifested in the “objectification of another person or group” or “creating the other”, which puts aside 

and ignores the complexity and subjectivity of the individual (Jackson 2012, 187). This practice leads 

towards a widespread tendency to differentiate people into different categories, such as between a child 

and an adult. Sell (2002, 160) argues that othering marginalizes the child as powerless and thus defines 

adult as powerful. Therefore, in most children’s literature, adult character is portrayed as dominating the 

child character. 

In the beginning of the story, Eleanor was portrayed as weak and powerless because she was only a 

child. Her only means to survive were by keeping her silence and obeying every command from adults. 

It is narrated in the novel through Eleanor’s thought when she heard Richie was angry and shouting at her 

mother: “She would have called 911 at the very, very, very least. But now that seemed like something a 

child would do, or a fool. Now, all she could think about was what they were going to do if the baby 
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actually started to cry” (Rowell 2013, 49). Thus, Eleanor here was portrayed as subordinate to the male 

character represented by her stepfather. The phrase “but now that seemed like something a child would 

do, or a fool” showed how Eleanor thought that whatever she did to help her mother would be useless 

because she was only a child. In this sense, being a child has no difference from being a fool.  

According to McGillis (2012, 160), adults colonize and oppress children by positioning them as the 

“Other”. As an adult male, Richie oppressed Eleanor because he believed that he had power over Eleanor 

who was merely a child. This fact enabled Richie to position her as “other” and this subordinate position 

made whatever she did regarded as a mistake. Furthermore, Rudman (1976, 105) also notes that children’s 

literature portrays child as powerless because children are stereotyped as whiny and emotional.  

Similarly, in the novel it is narrated that “It’s not even like that, she thought as she walked to the bus 

stop. And thinking it made her want to cry, because she knew it was true. And wanting to cry just made 

her angry. Because if she was going to cry about something...” (Rowell 2013, 70). The words typed in 

bold are meant to denote words related to emotion. The words “cry” and “angry” here implied that Eleanor 

matched the stereotypes of as a child character, who was whiny and emotional. Mary Pipher states that a 

young girl faces a crisis when they realize the deep divide between their “true” selves and what society 

expects of them (as cited in Younger 2009, 75). She will make many mistakes and misinterpret much of 

reality. Sometimes when children fail, they tend to be whiny and emotional. They prefer to express their 

feeling by crying to speaking in words. Furthermore, since children are “other”, they believe that their 

opinion will never be heard by adults. 

Domestic violence against Eleanor was also caused by male domination in patriarchal culture. Since 

Richie married to Sabrina, Elanor’s mother, he moved to their new house. He started to restrict the entire 

family member from going outside the house. This oppression has also prevented Eleanor from socializing 

with others. When Sabrina offered Eleanor to go to Minnesota for University’s program, Richie did not 

allow her to go. He forbid her to leave the house. Being isolated from other people, Eleanor felt oppressed 

and powerless. 

Richie was portrayed as male character who strictly represented the traditional male roles. Richie 

showed his violent attitude towards female characters in the story. He treated women impolitely as he 

looked down on them. He often threatened Eleanor by writing harsh notes in her notebook. It made 

Eleanor lead a fearful life every single day. One of Richie’s harsh notes to Eleanor was written as follow: 

“do you think you can make fool of me? this is my house. do you think you can hore around my 

neighborhood right under my nose and i’m not going to find out is that what you think? i know what you 

are and its over” (Rowell 2013, 282). Richie wrote “this is my house” to clearly state that he was the one 

who had the power to control anyone living in the house. Accordingly, it is stereotyped that as man is the 

head of family, he has power to control the property (Murray 1995, 6). Richie’s action also showed how 

man was always being dominant in a family. Meanwhile, women and children had no important role in 

the family because of their inferior position. 

In children’s literature, there are a lot of stories portraying female characters as victim of harsh sexual 

treatment by male characters. In this novel, Eleanor never expected that Richie would do something 

horrible to her. However, Eleanor realized after she once received an obscene note written in her textbook. 

The note said, “do I make you wet, “pop that cherry”, “i know your a slut you smell like cum,” and “suck 

me off” (Rowell 2013, 178).  Earlier she thought that Tina, her school friend, was the one who wrote the 

note because she really hated Eleanor. When Richie learned that Eleanor was having a relationship with 

Park, he threatened her by writing a note on her notebook that startled her. “Eleanor stared at the lid and 

struggled to make the letters into words, but she could not get past the familiar of lowercase letters” 

(Rowell 2013, 283). It was for the first time Eleanor realized that Richie was the one behind the harsh 

note. Suddenly, it made Eleanor feel intimidated and frightened of Richie. She knows that Richie might 

even kill her if he only knew about her relationship with Park (Rowell 2013, 287). Richie’s note to Eleanor 

can be categorized as sexual abuse that can lead to mental disorder or trauma since Eleanor started to feel 

intimidated by Richie after receiving the note.  
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Eleanor also suspected that her stepfather may potentially prompt sexual harassment towards her. 

Therefore, Eleanor usually took a bath right after school before Richie returned home since Richie has 

deliberately torn down the bathroom’s door (Rowell 2013, 34). The sexual harassment as portrayed in this 

novel signified that women were regarded as men’s sexual object. Sexual object refers to women’s body 

as visual for people seeing it, or as object to look at, to attract men’s attentions. McLeod and Saraga argue 

that man and boys are focusing their sexual feelings on submissive objects, and they learn to assert their 

sexual desires (as cited in Cossins 2000, 54). Accordingly, being powerless submissive object, Eleanor 

might fall as victim of sexual abuse from the dominant male in her family. 

In this novel, it is clear that male character has full control over the female and child characters, which 

only confirms male domination in the family. Thus, it seems to be the general rule in the patriarchal world 

that men give command and women must obey, which further reconfirms that patriarchy still exists 

because male of domination lies in the power of father. The word ‘patriarchy’ literally means the rule of 

the father or the ‘patriarch’, and originally it was used to describe a specific type of ‘male-dominated 

family’ (Sultana 2010, 2). This denotes that woman and children still have inequal position in the 

household.  

The analysis of the male and female characters in the novel, it can be summed up the characterization 

in Table 1. 

Male 

(Richie) 

Female—Woman and Child 

(Sabrina & Eleanor) 

Superior 

Strong 

Give command 

Violent, rude, impolite 

Powerful 

Inferior 

Weak 

Obey command 

Sexual object 

Other 

Table 1. Traditional Gender Roles as Portrayed in the Male and Female Characters in Eleanor & Park 

Based on the roles of men and women in the novel as presented in Table 1., it is clear that the novel 

still portrayed men and women in accordance with the traditional gender roles ascribed by the patriarchal 

values. 

3. Eleanor’s negotiation toward the oppression 

As women are usually characterized as submissive, weak, and nurturing based on the traditional 

gender roles, it puts them in a disadvantage position. Similarly, children are also stereotyped as “other” 

because their limited ability to do things as compared to adults. Therefore, women and children are 

categorized as the powerless and subordinate in contrast with men who are deemed as the powerful. 

The novel depicts that at first Eleanor did not react toward the oppression and only remained silence. 

She realized that she was only a child who had no power against adult’s authority—in this case, Richie, 

her stepfather. However, as the story unfolded, Eleanor started to grow her courage to fight for her rights. 

In her process of gaining power, Eleanor was trying to negotiate the oppression since she did not aim nor 

have the power to overthrow men’s authority altogether. 

Eleanor started to react towards the oppression when one day she woke up from her sleep as she heard 

men’s voice outside.”He was yelling at something. Then, she heard gunshots. She thought she had to do 

something and called the police as soon as possible” (Rowell 2013, 152). In this case, Eleanor decided to 

call the police once she heard the gunshots because she knew that it was probably Richie’s friends, who 

were drug dealers or rapists. However, Eleanor’s guess was wrong since the gunshot actually came from 

Richie who was threatening some children in the park who were bothering him by their noisy voice. When 

the police came, there was nobody there. After the policeman drove away, Richie came and started yelling 

at Eleanor.  

As Eleanor started to react towards Richie’s oppression indicated that she was gaining her power. 

Accordingly, Trites (1997, 6) states that “the powerful way of female character in children’s literature 

shows the protagonist is more aware of her own ability to enact her own decisions.”  Eleanor’s decision 

to call the police was the right thing to do in order to prevent someone from getting killed. Generally, 
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being powerless children might prefer to remain silent or just cry if they were in Eleanor’s position. Before 

their power is emitted yet, children remain passive and silent because they are still learning from their life 

experiences (Trites 1997, 11). Thus, by reacting differently from most children, Eleanor has shown her 

power to fight against the oppression as she was able to take the right decision and push away all of her 

fear.  

In addition, Eleanor also reacted against Richie’s oppression as she started to rebel against her 

stepfather’s prohibition to socialize with other people. Since Eleanor had limited access to do any 

activities outside the house, she had to do something to break the rule. Even though women are always 

characterized as weak and regularly being oppressed by the patriarchy, it does not mean that women do 

not have power to fight for their rights. In order to gain her autonomy, Eleanor started to secretly take a 

job as a nanny while his stepfather was working. Eleanor was willing to do anything to gain her freedom 

back. According to Trites (1997, 2), the issues of freedom and choice both instill in childhood, and they 

both complement each other as well. Therefore, Eleanor was depicted here as starting to make her own 

choices in order to gain her freedom from patriarchal oppression. 

As Eleanor was gaining her freedom, she started to feel more power within her and dared to take a 

risk. She told her mother that she needed to take the job because she wanted to go outside the house. 

Eleanor stated, “I just need to get out of here. I haven’t been anywhere but school in two months. Plus, he 

said he’d pay me” (Rowell 2013, 89). Nonetheless, her mother’s reaction was disappointing. She did not 

support Eleanor when she knew that Eleanor would take a job. She was worried that Richie might find 

out and fly into a rage. Even though her mother did not lend her support, Eleanor still persisted and refused 

to conform to Richie’s patriarchal oppression since she valued her freedom more and was not willing to 

sacrifice it. 

Being a child, Eleanor did not care much about the money when she was taking the job. All she wanted 

was the freedom to go out and socialize with her friends. Since, Richie had not paid their phone bill, it got 

disconnected and Eleanor could not use the phone. She took this job because she thought she could call 

her boyfriend, Park, using the telephone at work. By doing so, she could still keep in touch even after 

school hours. Betty Friedan (1993, 104) suggests that women leave their home in searching of new 

identity, or, staying home, to yearn bitterly for something more. Eleanor took the job because she planned 

to fight against the restriction and limitation set by patriarchal authority. It shows that Eleanor no longer 

kept silence and accepted patriarchal domination in order to find her own happiness outside the house. 

Furthermore, Eleanor was ready to take all the risk if Richie caught her. Therefore, Eleanor represented 

an independent young woman because she is brave enough to break her stepfather’s rule. It is suggested 

that how a child can change her point of view implies a certain type of power: the power of a more 

complete understanding of the world (Trites 1997, 31). Eleanor is the perfect example of a young woman 

who has developed from a young woman who has been underestimated by men into a strong one who was 

brave enough to negotiate the oppression.  

Eventually, Eleanor’s empowerment to negotiate the oppression can be seen when Richie oppressed 

her. When Richie finally learned that Eleanor was lying about her relationship with Park, he started to 

threaten her again. Having been through the hardest time, Eleanor could not stand her stepfather’s 

oppression anymore. She also felt terrified of the thought that Richie might end up killling her. She said 

to Park, “You saw what he wrote on my books, would you want me to stay there?” (Rowell 2013, 293). 

Eleanor finally decided to run away from the house and escape to a new place where her stepfather could 

not find her. 

Eleanor’s decision to run away to avoid the oppression and started her new life without patriarchal 

oppression signifies that she has built up her courage and gained more power to negotiate with her 

situation. Lisa Paul suggests that one of the differences between women's and children's novels is that 

women remain entrapped in women's novels while children are more likely to escape their entrapments 

(as cited in Trites 1997, 20). Unlike her mother who was submissive and remained silent, Eleanor refused 

to stay and preferred to run away despite all the advices given by the people around her. She said, “My 

mom doesn’t want to do anything that could possibly irritate my stepfather. And my stepfather gets off 
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on being mean” (Rowell 2013, 115). Therefore, Eleanor thought that running away was the best way to 

free her from the oppression.  

Even though Eleanor had decided to stand up against Richie, she still needed others to help her along 

the way. With the help from Park Eleanor tried to seek help from Eleanor’s uncle who lived in St. Paul, 

Minnesota. Her willingness to take the risk by leaving home shows that Eleanor was gaining the power 

that she never knew she would have in the beginning. If she was only silent in the beginning, later Eleanor 

has proven that she could grow as a stronger young woman when she had to deal with patriarchal 

oppression. Children do not already know how strong they are, they learn how to combine the strengths 

from their life experiences (Trites 11). Although Eleanor did not fully oppose traditional gender roles, she 

has shown that she was no longer inferior, unlike her mother who fully accepted the patriarchal rules. 

Table 2. reveals how Eleanor negotiated the patriarchal oppression against her. She refused to fully 

comply with the gender role stereotypes by becoming an independent young woman who was capable to 

make the right decision for herself. 

 
Gender role Stereotypes  

in woman and children 

Eleanor’s Negotiation toward Patriarchal 

Oppression 

Inferior 

 

Eleanor was no longer inferior; she finally 
decided to run away and lived independently.  

Obedient 
Eleanor was brave enough to disobey her 

stepfather’s command to take a job secretly.  

Domestic work space 
Eleanor worked as a nanny and earned money 
even though she still continued school, thus 

establishing her financial autonomy.  

Sexual object 

 

By wearing androgyny clothes, Eleanor could 

overcome patriarchal oppression at school. 

Having masculine look prevented her from 
attracting men’s attention. 

Child as “Other” 

 

Eleanor was able to make the right decision by 
calling the police when she heard the gunshot. 

Generally, some children would prefer to keep 

silent or cry if they were in Eleanor’s position.  

Table 2. Eleanor’s Negotiation toward the Oppression 

As a child, Eleanor might not as powerful as she wanted to be. She wanted to bring along her little 

sister, Maisie, to protect her from their abusive stepfather. However, she could not take her because it 

would ruin everything. Eleanor’s limited power made her wish that she were a superhero who was able 

to protect her mother, and siblings. 

“If Eleanor were the hero of some book, like The Boxcar Children or something, she’d try. If she were 

Dicey Tillerman, she’d find a way. She’d be brave and noble, and she’d find a way. But she wasn’t. 

Eleanor wasn’t any of those things. She was just trying to get through the night” (Rowell 2013, 296). 

This narration shows that the fact that Eleanor was not some kind of a hero, which means that she 

would not be able to protect her family. Therefore, she decided to leave her family and run away alone. 

Child’s power only limits for themselves because they cannot be totally powerful as to have control over 

everything in their lives. Even though Eleanor has succeeded to fight against Richie, she still needed 

others to help her. The power that she had so far has only brought her enough courage to make her own 

decisions. That shows the way Eleanor negotiated with the patriarchal oppression. Her negotiation gave 

her more power to be independent.  

Eventually, Eleanor’s courage made her mother realize that she has been through many bad 

experiences as the result of Richie’s patriarchal oppression. Shortly after Eleanor ran away, her mother 

finally decided to leave Richie. Thus, Eleanor’s effort to fight against the patriarchy has influenced her 

mother to make the decision. As narrated in the novel: “Josh said that Eleanor’s little brother had stopped 

coming to school. ‘Everybody says they’re gone. ‘The whole family’ ‘That great news,’ their mother said. 

‘Maybe that pretty mom wake up to bad situation, you know? Good for Eleanor’.” (Rowell 2013, 317). 
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It took more time for Eleanor’s mother to gain her power. Eleanor was so brave to take a risky decision 

and this finally affected her mother to gain her strength to leave Richie. By escaping from the oppression, 

Eleanor has succeeded in proving that she could face the domestic violence and stand up for herself. Thus, 

Eleanor also succeeded in breaking the traditional gender roles, which proved that she was gaining power 

to find a way to survive from the patriarchal oppression. 

4. Conclusion 

Domestic violence in Eleanor’s life portrayed in the novel represented male domination in the family. 

This patriarchal value somehow is used to legitimize men as oppressor and women as victims. Being the 

oppressor, men are deemed more powerful while women are kept in subordinate and inferior status. In 

this novel, Richie as the man of the house had all the power to gave commands, made rules, and did 

abusive acts towards women and children because he had the power to control and dominate. Even though 

in the beginning the oppressed only kept their silence and did not react to the oppression, the novel shows 

that oppression may also trigger a woman to finally find her strength to fight for the injustice. As a young 

girl, Eleanor has gained her courage as she started to make her own decision and refuse to conform with 

the societal expectation to remain silent and be a good girl by following the traditional gender roles. Even 

though Eleanor was still very young, her brave act eventually inspired her mother who finally realized the 

oppression and took action against it by leaving the abusive Richie. By negotiating with the oppression, 

Eleanor has turned herself to be more independent as she was gaining more autonomy from her life 

experiences.  
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