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“The Woman Wanderer: Variations on the Quest Motif in Tuck Everlasting” 

 “It is imagination—with its capacity to both make order out of chaos and open experience to the 
mysterious and strange—that moves us to go in quest, to journey where we have never been” 

(Maxine Greene, qtd. in Huck et al 341). 
 

Introduction 

According to Joseph Campbell, myths “are powerful literature and should be read and 

understood by everyone”; among a myth’s functions is “a sociological one that supports and 

validates a certain social order, and . . . a pedagogical one that teaches people how to live” (316).  

The epic quest is especially powerful and offers many glimpses into what it means to be human.   

The quest hero must leave his community (a community often in danger of collapse), undergo a 

series of trials, and finally return; he may search for magic talismans, knowledge, or a person, 

but whatever the reason, the journey produces a wiser character who can lead his society 

securely. The journey thus forces him to mature. As readers, we go on the quest as well, and 

mature with the hero—even if the hero goes alone, there is a sense in which it is a communal 

activity: 

The reader can become a member of that community only by questing 

empathetically with the hero of the fantasy. Although the hero is not a full-

fledged member of the community at the beginning, he undertakes a quest on 

behalf of the entire community. In the process of questing, a hero . . . begins to 

conform to the values of the community and, by the end of the quest, has rescued 

the community from disintegration. This double outcome, shaping the hero and 

saving the community, represents two sides of the same coin. In order for 

communities to continue, they must have members; each member can be said to 

have to save heroically the community from collapse by adopting its values and 
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interacting with its other members. (Walker 110) 

By looking at such heroes, we learn how we are to function in society. We learn the values of 

such traits as courage, strength, and virtue.i However, almost all of the classic quest stories offer 

male protagonists: Valiant men who search for magic talismans or overcome evil inspire readers 

to become better people; along the way, the hero usually comes to a deeper understanding of his 

place in the world. While these traditional heroes offer all readers valuable insights into the 

human condition, they imply that girls need the same kinds of role models as boys. 

Young Adult literature frequently uses the quest archetype, especially in fantasy and 

science fiction. However, many modern writers, especially women, are creating adolescent girls 

in Young Adult fantasy literature and films go on a quest to bring order into their lives and to 

build community. In the end, they offer different, but valuable, lessons than male heroes, lessons 

constructive to all readers. 

 

The Female Quest 

Carol Gilligan notes that for women, the quest is differentCwhereas boys mature into an 

ethic of justice, girl heroes are more often “centered around an ethic of care” (in O’Sullivan 4). 

The male hero usually ends his quest with the keys of knowledge and the ability to rule; he gains 

wisdom through the journey, allowing him to rule wisely and well. Odysseus and Beowulf 

exemplify this type of hero. 

The female hero learns, through her metaphorical journey, that building relationships and 

finding her own voice, that “seeing and responding to need” (Gilligan 62) are more important 

than overcoming evil forces. When she does confront the evil forces, she often will do so 

through nurturing techniques such as extending love or forgiveness or using her wits rather than 
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through force (one thinks of Meg in A Wrinkle in Time who uses love to fill It’s emptiness). By 

changing the goal of the quest, she also becomes a different kind of role model for readers than 

the traditional male hero. As Trites informs us, the female hero’s  

recognition of her agency and her voice leads to some sort of transcendence, 

usually taking the form of a triumph over whatever system or stricture was 

repressing her. The character defeats some force of evil (sometimes magical, 

sometimes not), or she succeeds at a typically male task, or she comes to believe 

in herself despite the doubts of those around her. (7) 

However, after her quest is completed, the female hero is not given the option of ruling 

her society. Instead, she must sacrifice herself in some way; she usually will follow one of three 

choices: 

1. She can have her new-found insights and abilities, but keep them to herself. The 

quest has been a journey of personal growth, not one that changes the society. 

One might think of Lucy in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, or of Dorothy 

in The Wizard of Oz. In fact, the familiar film version of The Wizard of Oz 

changes the book’s ending by having Dorothy hallucinate the entire journey. She 

is not allowed to have the kinds of power in Kansas that she did in Oz, so her 

journey is more a personal one on which she learns the values of home and 

friendship; she succeeds mostly because she has found ways to build relationships 

in Oz. If she insists the journey was real, she risks being considered insane or at 

least a childish dreamer—her family and friends may patronize her, but they will 

not accept her in an authority position. 

2. If she chooses to keep her hard-earned power, the female quest hero must 
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generally leave her society for a new one. This is her ultimate sacrifice—those for 

whom she undertook the journey may never know of her struggles even though 

they may benefit from them. Saashi in The Moorchild exemplifies this type of 

heroine (see O’Sullivan), as do Arha The Tombs of Atuan and the heroines in 

Lowry’s Gathering Blue and Farmer’s A Girl Named Disaster, among others. 

  3. If she cannot rule or leave, the female quester may commit the ultimate 

sacrifice—die either willfully (via suicide) or at someone else’s hands. We see 

this starkly in Yolen’s The Devil’s Arithmetic, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening and 

in Ridley Scott’s film Alien Resurrection. 

Regardless of the option, the female quest hero offers some valuable lessons. She shows, for 

example, that sometimes people are empowered when they change themselves; the society is 

changed slightly, but this can be important. Also, the girl hero often strengthens her 

relationships, following Pearson’s and Gilligan’s nurturing models. This allows her to mend 

hurts and build bridges which improve the society even if they are not recognized. One such 

novel which has recently been adapted to film is Natalie Babbitt’s Tuck Everlasting. 

 

Tuck Everlasting 

Natalie Babbitt’s Tuck Everlasting presents a heroine who exemplifies Gilligan’s 

paradigm. In the book, ten year old (soon to be eleven) Winnie Foster longs for change. She feels 

trapped and stifled by her upright and respectable family who never let her venture beyond the 

yard. Our first glimpse of Winnie is as an isolated figure behind the fence, telling the local toad, 

“I don’t think I can stand it much longer” (Babbitt 11); she calls her home a “cage” (12). The 

fence gives a dramatic visual sense of her entrapment—it is tall enough for her to lean her head 
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against (11), and when she reaches through the fence to pluck weeds, she is said to reach through 

“the bars,” not “the slats” (11). Her isolation is conveyed by her talking to a toad and not another 

human—in short, she seems friendless. 

Winnie’s freedom comes as an unexpected quest—she is kidnapped by the Tucks to keep 

her from drinking from the fountain of youth in the nearby woods. They had drunk the water 

years before and found the gift of eternal life more of a burden than a gift. While Winnie never 

fully accepts their story, she accepts the ethic of care—even though the Tucks have kidnapped 

her, she comes to love them. As she comes to care for them, she begins to assert her 

independence in at least three ways.   

First, she defies her parents and the law by helping Mae escape from jail. As she sneaks 

out of the house the night before Mae is to be hanged, Winnie finds it is “so easy” that she feels 

“faintly shocked” (109). She realizes that “if she chose, she could slip out night after night 

without [her parents’] knowing” (109). Whereas in the beginning she felt somewhat guilty about 

running away, now she sees that she can come and go of her own will. Her parents ask why she 

has helped the Tucks, and Winnie replies “the Tucks were her friends. She had done it because—

in spite of everything, she loved them” (115). Winnie’s quest has given her compassion for 

others; instead of the self-centered child we first see, she is starting to develop the kind of 

empathy that will be crucial to her as an adult. 

This declaration of love for the Tucks ironically helps Winnie build relationships with 

those around her. In fact, when she tells her family, they understand, “and afterward they drew 

together staunchly around her” (115). While she is still not allowed to leave the yard, the other 

children come to visit; she becomes “a figure of romance to them, where before she had been too 

neat, too prissy; almost, somehow, too clean to be a real friend” (116, italics in original). Winnie 
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so much enjoys her newfound status she even looks forward to school starting. Her ethic of care, 

begun by befriending the Tucks, has opened new avenues of relationship to her society. They 

will never know her full story, but it does not matter—she has been changed, and that is what is 

important. 

Winnie also shows her care for the Tucks by never revealing their secret. The spring is 

eventually cemented over when the woods are developed, but Winnie has apparently guarded the 

secret, for no one would cover the spring if they knew what it was. Her ethic of care extends 

beyond their physical presence—she keeps their secret even though she never sees them again. 

Lastly, Winnie decides not to drink the vial of water Jesse has given her, nor does she 

drink from the spring before it is destroyed. She has learned from the Tucks, tired of living 

forever and having to constantly move, and instead she chooses to live a normal life. In fact, 

after she helps the Tucks, we do not see Winnie again—we only get a tombstone. Winnie has 

apparently lived out the ethic of care, for her epitaph describes her as a “Dear Wife/Dear 

Mother” (122). Rather than using the magical water for herself, or selling its secret as the Man in 

the Yellow Suit had desired, she has chosen the traditional mother/wife role. She could have had 

power, wealth, and prestige, but instead has recognized that the world is better without a fountain 

of youth. The world, beyond the Tucks, will not know of her decision, but her selflessness has 

affected the world for the better. 

The quest has helped Winnie grow up, to become a woman of character, but she has not 

used the events to transform her society; in fat, she devotes her life to keeping things the same.  

Indeed, a central theme of Tuck Everlasting is to live life well, for only the certainty of death 

makes life worth living. 

The movie, directed by Jay Russell, keeps many of the thematic aspects of the novel, yet 
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it changes the tension by changing Winnie in several key ways. First, instead of the ten year old 

of the book, the movie Winnie (played by Alexis Bloedel) is fifteen and has already developed 

into a beautiful young woman. Furthermore, she already has a web of relationships—our first 

glimpses of her are at a party playing croquette and playing piano for the family. While she still 

feels trapped (there is a dramatic shot of her holding the fence bars as if she is in a jail cell), it 

seems more because of teenage angst and restlessness than feeling isolated. 

By changing her age, the film Winnie becomes more of a love interest for Jesse. In fact, 

in the middle of the movie we get an extended scene which shows Winnie and Jesse running 

through a flower-filled meadow, feeding a fawn, and having fun. The narrator tells us, as the 

scene unfolds, “For the first time, Winnie felt free to explore, to ask questions, to play.” The 

scene culminates when Winnie and Jesse go swimming; it becomes somewhat sexualized when 

he removes most of his clothes, which she finds shocking (yet she watches him nonetheless).  

Afterwards, she dances rather seductively for him around a small fire, he watching first, then 

grabbing her and swinging her around. After a cross-cut to a scene with Miles, we return to Jesse 

and Winnie cuddling by a campfire. Up to this point, Winnie does not know the Tucks’ secret, 

nor why she has been taken. She tells Jesse, “I wish this moment could last forever.” This 

prompts him to reveal the secret, for indeed they could have a million such moments if she 

drinks the water and stays with Jesse. 

The movie’s changes, while romantic, weaken the tension for Winnie. She has become a 

romantic object, as much a companion and playmate for Jesse as a heroine making choices to 

protect the world from greedy profiteers. While in the book the Tucks as a family reveal the 

secret of the spring—a definite “we” telling the story (30-35)—the movie has Jesse tell Winnie 

as they cuddle around the campfire, shifting the focus to the romantic relationship. This alters 
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Winnie’s choices. Instead of choosing to give up her childhood and enter the adult world, 

Winnie must choose to give up her first love; her motive to drink the water would be to develop 

an already established romance with Jesse. This detracts from the book’s tombstone epitaph, 

which implies that Winnie was completely happy with her choices. Viewers of the movie wonder 

whether she chose the better life, or if she would have been better off with her first crush. This is 

especially true when the final image is of Jesse gazing at the tombstone instead of the Tuck 

parents as in the novel—we feel sympathy that he will be alone forever. 

It may be significant that the screenwriters (Jeffrey Lieber and James V. Hart) and 

director are male. They place Winnie as a romantic object—it is her bonding with Jesse that 

prompts her to help the Tucks. This may make the film more marketable, and it is still a good 

film, but it recasts the perspective to a decidedly male one. Those who have only seen the film 

would do well to also read the book. 

 

Some Conclusions 

1. Winnie is active at the end—her journey shows that girls can help adults in big ways. 

2. She learns the value of self-sacrifice. 

3. Life is not a fairy tale—everlasting life and adventure are not necessarily what we should 

pursue in life. Rather, Winnie has learned the value of family and relationships 

(tombstone). 

4. One can be great by being a great individual, a valuable message for all readers. As 

Tamora Pierce has pointed out, “Fantasy . . . is a literature of empowerment” (in 

Donelson and Nilsen 201). The novel shows this better than the film, for a ten year old to 

become empowered is more dramatic than one already in the first flush of womanhood. 
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Leftover quotes 

“To be able to imagine, to conceive of alternative ways of life, to entertain new ideas, to create 

strange new worlds, to dream dreams—these are all skills vital to human survival” (Huck et al 

341). 

 

“[The] ultimate taproot of all fantasy is the human psyche. Like the ancient tale-tellers and the 

medieval bards, modern fantasy writers speak to our deepest needs, our darkest fears, and our 

highest hopes” (Huck et al 343). 
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iAs Huck et al say, “The great fantasies frequently reveal new insights into the world of reality. . 
. . [an important theme] in fantasy becomes an exciting quest for identity and self-knowledge.  
Fantasy consistently asks the universal questions concerning the struggle of good and evil, the 
humanity of humankind, and the meaning of life and death” (341). 


