Adventurous Orphans: The History of Orphan Narratives in Literature
The figure of the literary orphan appears, with differing levels of frequency, across the
entire history of literature; as Boswell writes, “abandoned children are everywhere in
imaginative literature” (6). The orphan is a trope that transcends genre, medium and
time and has become a recognisable facet of literature across all eras and genres. So
much so that in comic books since the beginning of the 20th century, “orphans seem to
be the norm rather than the exception” (Gymnich et al. 10). This thesis examines the
use of orphans within literature across a range of time periods, genres and mediums
in order to discuss key questions regarding the prevalence of orphans through a broad
lens.
Defining the orphan can be complicated as historical definitions have varied
widely, encompassing the loss of both parents or a singular parent as well as including
individuals who are voluntarily abandoned. Nikolajeva discusses what she coins
“functional orphans” (172): characters with a marked absence of parents and grow up
as if they do not have parents, regardless of whether they are still alive or not. This
definition allows a range of sources to be studied under the umbrella of the orphan
narrative including “the ancient mythology of the foundling” (Gymnich et al. 6) which
many subsequent orphan narratives draw upon. The orphan narrative finds its roots
in the foundling tales of old, drawing on ancient stories found in myths and religions.
The foundling was a child who had been abandoned but was subsequently found and
raised by others. Foundlings were often portrayed as being predestined for greatness
and were frequently revealed to be someone of great importance. For example, Ancient
Rome’s origins were fabled to be due to Romulus and Remus, two foundlings who were
suckled by a she-wolf and raised by a shepherd to later became the founders of Rome,
with Romulus supposedly reigning for years as its first king. Ancient Greeks also told

similar tales of foundlings, notably the Sophocles’ Theban plays about Oedipus. Whilst
these had a much more tragic ending than the tale of Romulus and Remus – Oedipus
murders his own father and marries his mother – they still suggest a preoccupation
with foundlings; themes and plots used in later orphan narratives can be seen within
these ancient tales.
The prevalence of orphans in literature has been debated by scholars, however
the amount of research regarding it is minor compared to the frequency with which
the orphan appears within literature and its ability to traverse history and genres.
Much of this research takes into consideration the historical context surrounding
orphan narratives, focusing on the real-world prevalence of orphans and its reflection
within fiction (see Boswell; Gymnich et al.; Müller; Pollock). Subsequently most
research focuses on the Victorian era where orphanage, both real and imaginary, was
very apparent. This approach has its merits and the historical context of orphan
narratives will be discussed in this thesis; however it fails to account for the
reappearance of orphan narratives in modern literature where “family break-up by
divorce has replaced family break-up by death” (Cunningham 96), as well as its decline
in popularity in the early 20th century “despite the historical reality of two world wars
that produced a great number of orphaned children” (Gymnich et al. 5). The orphan’s
popularity in literature cannot be explained simply as a reflection of historical events.
What this thesis is most interested in is how the orphan narrative is utilised.
Rather than looking at why orphans are so prevalent in literature, it looks at why they
are so popular – how orphans are used to reach readers regardless of whether their
orphan status is relatable or at least common in wider society. Kimball argues that
orphans are a “manifestation of loneliness” whilst simultaneously representing the
“possibility for humans to reinvent themselves” (559): universal concerns pushed to

the extreme using an orphan. Similarly, Pollock suggests orphans allow an
unobstructed examination of “how far humans act in opposition to their biological
inheritance” (36-37). Orphans provide an unparalleled opportunity for the author to
shape a character without the constraints of biological inheritance or parental
restrictions. Whether this is done for convenience sake or to discuss wider societal
issues regarding the hereditary principle, and the upbringing and protection of
parentless children, is a key discussion within this thesis.
There are certain methodological challenges to discussing historical and
societal attitudes using fiction however it can be argued that “any work of literature is
a historical document that contains information about its contemporary culture”
(Hollm 169) and as such provides ample evidence to discuss how fiction engages with
its contemporary reality. Conversely, “over time the mass media’s and particularly
television’s pervasive narratives and images shape our beliefs, values, ideologies,
prejudices, stereotypes” (Nacos 270) meaning that how we engage with fiction
contributes to how society is shaped and changed. Therefore, fiction is an incredibly
powerful tool to examine not only how it is informed by historical contexts but how it
in turn informs societal change. This is particularly true with modern literature,
especially television due to its widespread audience and intrusive nature, which is why
these narratives are included in this thesis.
The aim of this thesis is to catalogue and explore the recurrence of orphan
narratives from early mythology to classic Victorian novels through to contemporary
television programmes. Significantly, it examines the changing attitudes regarding the
care of orphans and how they are perceived in their contemporary societies as reflected
in fiction.

The discussion of how orphans are treated is often a key aspect of orphan
narratives. Fiction can reflect social attitudes and political change can be mapped
through evolving fiction. Moll Flanders (1722) is a particularly interesting source for
examining attitudes towards orphans. Before Moll begins to recount her own tale, she
reflects on societal practices regarding the raising of parentless children. She discusses
the French system where:
any Children, as such are generally unprovided for, by the Poverty of Forfeiture
of their Parents, so they are immediately taken into the Care of the Government,
and put into an Hospital call’d the House of Orphans, where they are Bred up,
Cloath’d, Fed, Taught, and when fit to go out, are plac’d out to Trades, or to
Services (Defoe 43-44)
Foundling hospitals were common in Europe at this time, but there was nothing
comparable in England by this point. These institutions were perceived to be beneficial
to society; Moll laments “had this been the Custom in our Country, I had not been left
a poor desolate Girl without Friends, without Cloaths, without Help or Helper in the
World, as was my Fate” (Defoe 44). However, in retrospect, these institutions added
to the number of abandoned children in state care. Cunningham writes that “people
took advantage of facilities for abandoning their children where they were available,
and where the practice of abandonment was sanctioned” (125) and consequently there
were many abandoned children in these institutions – statistically “one of every three
or four children was abandoned in many French, Italian and Spanish cities” (Boswell
20) during the 18th century. England, on the other hand, relied on the compassion of
individuals to look after orphans. Moll is given “to a Woman who was indeed Poor, but
had been in better Circumstances, and who got a little Livelihood by taking such as I
was suppos’d to be, and keeping them with all Necessaries” (Defoe 46) and indeed

spends a good and happy childhood with “the good Motherly Creature” (Defoe 49),
compared to later orphans placed in state care. This idea that maternal care and “the
value of the family not only as the key social institution but also as the unit uniquely
qualified to nurture future generations” (R. Mills 16) would later become the standard
however here it is seen as a detriment; Moll is neither in an institution designed for
the “transformative process within which children are expected to become suitable and
acceptable future citizens” (Goldson 23) or with her biological family so can never lead
a fulfilling existence.
Despite her happy childhood and the many motherly figures she encounters,
her lack of upbringing by her biological family is always seen as a disadvantage by her.
Moll repeatedly falls into pitfalls that other characters’ families save them from. She is
marked in contrast to “the young Lady at next Door, who has a Father and Mother
that Govern’d both her and her Fortune” (Defoe 115, emphasis original), who is
protected from marrying an arrogant Captain by being shut up and protected by her
father. Moll, on the other hand, was “a loose unguided Creature, and has no Help, no
Assistance, no Guide for my Conduct” (Defoe 182) and ultimately leads a “parasitical
existence, first as a prostitute, then as a thief” (Jochum 161). Moll is “one that has lain
with two Brothers, and has had three Children by her own Brother! one that was born
in Newgate, whose Mother was a Whore, and is now a transported Thief; one that has
lain with thirteen Men” (Defoe 244) and seems to be incapable of stopping herself from
becoming the mirror of her mother. Moll appears to be predestined to follow the same
path her mother did despite the apparent advantages she received growing up, having
“the Reputation of living in a very good Family, and a Family Noted and Respected
every where, for Virtue and Sobriety, and for every valluable Thing” (Defoe 57).
Despite this she was born in Newgate and was destined to return there - “the Place that

had so long expected me” (Defoe 349) – for the same crimes that her mother
committed. She is also, in turn, a failure as a mother, having twelve children by six
men, all of whom either die or are abandoned by Moll. Jochum argues that “as Moll
does not want to recognise an authority above her, she is incapable of assuming an
authoritative position in relation to her children” (162), as such there is an inherent
argument throughout Moll Flanders for the state control of parentless children where
childhood is “informed by the imperatives of moral correction, regulation, protection,
subservience and subordination” (Goldson 6) rather than compassion and goodwill.
Over a century later, this same idea was a guiding principle behind the New
Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 which standardised the use of workhouses for the
care of orphaned and abandoned children; a law which inspired many orphan
narratives including Dickens’ famous Oliver Twist (1837-39). In his introduction to
the Collins Classics edition of Oliver Twist, Gerard Cheshire writes that it has become
“something of a social document of the Victorian era in Britain” (vii), noting that many
modern ideas surrounding the Victorian era are drawn from Dickens’ work. However
Cheshire goes on to warn the reader that “[Dickens’] version of the Victorian world
became one of overblown polarity: villains and do-gooders, the devout and the morally
fallen, the wealthy and the poor, the beautiful and the ugly” (vii), a tactic deftly
deployed by Dickens to campaign against what he felt were political ineptitudes. Oliver
Twist was not only a documentation of Victorian society as it was but also a
documentation of how members of that society wanted it to change. In some ways it
“provides essential information almost in spite of itself - like a witness whose
nervousness is more revealing than his testimony - and is a kind of evidence which
would rarely if ever occur in purely historical sources” (Boswell 9).

The system that Moll Flanders craved is now in full force, yet it is not the saviour
she heralded it to be. Oliver is born “a parish child – the orphan of a workhouse – the
humble, half-starved drudge – to be cuffed and buffeted through the world – despised
by all, and pitied by none” (Dickens 4) and the beginning of the novel quickly lays the
foundations of Oliver’s unhappy childhood. Even as he takes his first breaths as an
infant, Dickens states: “if he could have known that he was an orphan, left to the tender
mercies of churchwardens and overseers, perhaps he would have cried the louder” (4).
Dickens frequently employs irony when he discusses the treatment of the orphans, for
example how they are “without the inconvenience of too much food or too much
clothing” (5); this way he more aptly creates a discourse about their poor treatment by
offering the reader the same platitudes they receive from supporters of the New Poor
Law. This is most noticeable in the character of Mr Bumble, the parish beadle. When
Oliver is being let out to service, Bumble chastises him for his attitude and reminds
him of “the kind and blessed gentlemen which is so many parents to you, Oliver, when
you have none of your own” (Dickens 22), yet it is at the hands of these men, and the
beadle himself, that Oliver has been allowed to suffer. Using Bumble to personify the
supporters of the Poor Law is particularly poignant when later in the novel he begins
“thinking, for the first time, that the poor-laws really were too hard on people”
(Dickens 316). Dickens uses his narrative to suggest even the stoutest supporters have
some doubts as to the suitability of the Poor Laws.
The characterisation of Oliver is also designed to create an emotional response
in the reader. “Victorian literary orphans tend to be younger and often more innocent
than their predecessors” (Gymnich et al. 2) as a shift in perception meant that it was
now believed that a “child could be a real child only if he or she had a ‘childhood’”
(Cunningham 1) - a period of inherent innocence before being thrust into the adult

world. Oliver is an embodiment of this innocence, shown through his incorruptibility
despite the unsavoury influences he experiences on the streets of London, but mostly
through his physical appearance. Arguments against state care suggest that “a
developing personality needs to know that to someone it matters more than other
children” (Pollock 39), of which Oliver has no experience. Therefore, Oliver is often
described using his physical appearance alone, particularly in contrast to the members
of Fagin’s gang. Oliver is a “pretty creetur!” (Dickens 92) who “looked so delicate and
handsome” (Dickens 112) with a “sweet face!” (Dickens 120) compared to Dodger who
is “as dirty a juvenile as one would wish to see… [with] little, sharp, ugly eyes” (Dickens
64). Most notably Fagin is described as looking “less like a man, than like some hideous
phantom, moist from the grave, and worried by an evil spirit” (Dickens 412). It was a
common 19th century belief that “outward attractiveness indicated an inner quality of
goodness” (R. Mills 17), and vice versa, therefore child protagonists were often
depicted as being physically attractive. Oliver’s innocence becomes a beacon,
particularly when he is surrounded by the dreary accommodations and hideous people
at Fagin’s, allowing Oliver to become a character that readers can rally behind without
upsetting their Victorian sensibilities.
Therefore, readers feel Oliver deserves his rescue when it comes to him. Oliver
is taken in, first by Mr Brownlow and then the Maylies and is ultimately adopted by
Mr Brownlow “as his son” (Dickens 477). Hollm argues that “novels of this kind
emphasise moments in which a benefactor takes in an abandoned child” (172) as a way
of highlighting the importance of family and love for the orphan. It can also be viewed
as a subtle hint for the reader to consider doing likewise. Dickens argues throughout
his work that “individual kindliness is the remedy for everything” (Orwell) rather than
a substantial societal overhaul. This explains what Orwell refers to as the “utter lack of

any constructive suggestion anywhere in his work”; Dickens believed that it was his
readers that were capable of bettering society, not the government. Oliver can only
flourish when he is being cared for on an individual level; he is thoroughly unwell when
he is taken in by the Maylies but he begins to thrive when the two ladies take care of
him. A simple gesture of smoothing his hair away from his face and Oliver “smiled in
his sleep, as though these marks of pity and compassion had awakened some pleasant
dream of a love and affection he had never known” (Dickens 251). This smile draws
upon his physical attractiveness as well as his innocence and his loneliness. A child’s
smile is a widely recognised symbol of innocence and joy and its rarity on Oliver’s face
elicits a strong emotional response from the reader. Oliver is painted as a pathetic
figure; one who has been cruelly mistreated yet still retains inherent goodness and as
such the reader is outraged on his behalf at his treatment.
Furthermore, Dickens draws on the ancient foundling tales and reveals Oliver’s
true heritage to cement his position as a child worth saving. Oliver is shown to be
related to the Maylies, but he still retains his status as an orphan. The circumstances
of his relations are revealed, providing Oliver with a certain level of legitimacy, but “A
father, sister, and mother, were gained, and lost in that one moment” (Dickens 463)
as his new-found relations are all deceased. Oliver is therefore still in need of
protection and care. Interestingly, it is Brownlow who undertakes the care of Oliver
despite not being a blood relation like the Maylies, suggesting that biological family is
not always the ideal family whilst still showing that “the family represents all that is
good and wholesome” (Coppock 58). The concept of the importance of family units
gained momentum and in “1909 the Royal Commission on the Poor Law condemned
the use of workhouses for children” (Goldson 8), instead opting for more

compassionate care for orphaned and abandoned children, striving to keep them
within the family wherever possible.
Across the Atlantic, a “Constitutional amendment to effectuate a national child
labor law was floated in 1924, but never made it out of Congress” (Mullaney 7). As
such, American orphans still suffered “the grim and all-too-common reality of children
exploited in the workplace” (Mullaney 7). Little Orphan Annie (1924-2010) is one such
orphan. Little Orphan Annie is an invaluable resource when examining the changing
perceptions of orphans, both in society and fiction. The Little Orphan Annie comics

Figure 1: August 5th, 1924 strip (Gray 36)

ran from 1924 until 2010 and sparked many adaptations, including a Broadway
musical and multiple films. Little Orphan Annie has documented and evaluated
American society for the best part of a century; all through the lens of an orphan –
subsequently it is greatly concerned with how orphans are treated and how they
develop.
In the USA by 1910 there were “over 150,000 dependent, neglected and
delinquent children cared for in 1,151 institutions” (Cunningham 149). These
institutions were often run by charities rather than the government and subsequently
treated the children in their care a trifle better than what Oliver endured. Orphans,
however, were still treated with little more than contempt and were seen as inherently
bad. When a gentlewoman enquires about adopting Annie, she is told that Annie is “as

satisfactory as most orphans… with waifs one is always taking a risk” (Gray 36). Yet,
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bullying headmistress… forced to eat mush and scrub the floors, [yet] remains not just
resilient but even buoyant and chipper as she prays for some nice adopted parents”
(Heer 11), a quality that is often exemplified in later adaptations where she is seen to
focus on the ideal of “Tomorrow”. Notably she refers to the “home” with quotation
marks, something which becomes a common stylistic choice when Annie is referring
to something she possesses but believes is only temporary or not truly hers. Pollock
argues that a child should be made to feel that “home is the happiest place in the world”
(21) and this parenthesis separates Annie from the true nature of a home. This is in
stark contrast to the home which Oliver “Daddy” Warbucks provides for her. Whilst
Annie is living with “Daddy” Warbucks her life is much happier and she is seen to have
fun (Figure 2) rather than cleaning or working. However, in her study on the mental
health and development of children in institutions Pollock suggests that “when
deprived of some kind of ‘maternal’ care, a child’s development is usually retarded physically, intellectually and socially” (41) – Annie experiences no maternal care when
she is with “Daddy” Warbucks as his wife is “a social climbing shrew who cares more
about pleasing Society that taking care of either him or their adopted daughter” (Heer
12). Therefore, Annie develops social ineptitudes and is often uncouth and violent with

her peers and elders and is threatened frequently by Mrs Warbucks to be returned to
the “home”. Due to this, Annie, as with the “home”, always refers to “Daddy” with
“protective quotation marks indicating that his filial status is not biological and is
potentially temporary” (Heer 11). This suggests society’s attitudes towards orphans
(personified by Mrs Warbucks) has become deeply ingrained within Annie’s own
psyche. Annie repeatedly refers to herself as “just an orphan” (Gray 47; 51; 75; 90; 202)
in a deprecating manner, often as an attempt to minimise her impact in a situation.
Annie does not feel she warrants an entire position in society, instead shrinking herself
to fit around others. For example at Christmas in 1925 when her presents are given to
Bertha instead of her she responds “I’m just an orphan kid an’ I don’t care for frills”
(Gray 202) and encourages Bertha to seize the opportunity she has been given to be a
“swell lady” (Gray 202). The diminishing of orphans is so far entrenched in society that
the orphans themselves do not believe they deserve anything more. Both film versions
of Annie (1982 and 2014) counteract this with the inclusion of Grace, a motherly figure
who increases Annie’s self-confidence and treats her as someone “special” (Huston;
Gluck).
Despite this, the cultural attitude that “nobody seems to want an orphan
around” (Gray 87) is one that appears not to change that much for Annie as time shifts
– the most recent incarnation of Annie states in the 2014 film: “It’s not like the whole
world wants a foster kid to begin with” (Gluck). Despite the fact that now “fewer than
fifty thousand children - 1.5 percent of the recorded births - become available for
adoption in the United States each year, even though more than two million couples
are seeking to adopt” (Boswell 16), it is increasingly difficult to place parentless
children over the age of five into foster or adoptive families. While less than fifty
thousand children become available for adoption, each year “about 23,000 children

age out of foster care without finding a permanent family” (Fogle). Annie (2014)
discusses this issue when Pepper argues “I’m almost thirteen. No one wants a
teenager” (Gluck), and Little Orphan Annie retains her orphan status until the very
end, never becoming formally adopted by “Daddy” Warbucks. The only thing that
appears to change drastically between the original and modern representations of
Annie is the vernacular used. 2014 Annie makes it abundantly clear that she is “not an
orphan. I’m a foster kid” (Gluck) when she is referred to as “Our very own little orphan
Annie” (Gluck). The lyrics of the song ‘Hard-Knock Life’ from the 1982 film are also
changed to reflect this. Instead of singing “No one cares for you a smidge/When you’re
in an orphanage” (Huston), the girls sing “No one cares for you a bit/When you're a
foster kid” (Gluck). This change is due to the fact that orphanage is highly uncommon;
most modern foster children still have living parents and they are looked-after for
other reasons. The ambiguity around Annie’s parents is also necessary for the plot.
Ultimately, the film Annie ends happily, with Annie being adopted by Will Stacks (the
modernisation of the Oliver Warbucks character), however no mention is made of the
other girls in Miss Hannigan’s care. This is one of the major debates regarding orphan
narratives; the central orphan protagonist often achieves a better life but they are
generally surrounded by other orphaned characters who are forgotten – suggesting
that the protagonists’ orphan status is more for convenience or plot than for an
examination into orphanage as a practice. It can be argued that Gray simply made
Annie “an orphan, so she’d have no family, no tangling alliances, but freedom to go
where she pleased” (Heer 24), making her a useful tool for driving the story.
The Harry Potter (1997-2007) series, on the other hand, appears to be greatly
concerned with the true cost of orphanhood as “orphan stories compose a large part of
the content in the Harry Potter canon (multiple orphans take control of the text at

different moments)” (Reynolds 273), and the majority of these orphan narratives do
not end happily. In many ways Rowling subverts the traditional orphan narrative with
Harry Potter, an attempt helped by the fact Harry has become one of the most wellknown orphan protagonists in literature. She does this by littering her works with
numerous orphans; orphans who prosper, but also orphans who continually suffer and
struggle throughout life. Even Harry, the “boy who lived” (Rowling, PS 18), perpetually
struggles and faces untold suffering throughout the novels, regardless of his hero
status – in actual fact, it is largely due to this hero status that he is forced to suffer at
all.
“The motif of the foundling has frequently been embedded in mythological or
religious frameworks which serve to lend the orphan special importance, singling her
or (more often) him out as the one predestined (by gods, supernatural beings, or fate)
to achieve great things” (Gymnich, et al. 19). Rowling appears to follow this trope with
Harry: he is marked as the “Chosen One” (Rowling, HBP 33) by Voldemort based on
the contents of a magical prophecy. Harry is singled out from his infancy as someone
of great importance and his placing at the Dursleys is reminiscent of traditional orphan
narratives, being “laid … gently on the doorstep” (Rowling, PS 17). Whispers follow
him when he first arrives at Hogwarts as everyone tries to glimpse “The Harry Potter”
(Rowling, PS 129, emphasis original) and it comes as a shock to Hagrid, who spends
his entire time in the wizarding world, that Harry does not know he is famous “when
every kid in our world knows his name!” (Rowling, PS 58). However, Rowling
undermines this by revealing that “Sybill’s prophecy could have applied to two wizard
boys… One, of course, was [Harry]. The other was Neville Longbottom” (OotP 775).
Neville is perceived as the opposite of Harry and this is perhaps emphasised best by
their first meeting with Luna Lovegood: “You’re Harry Potter,’ she added. ‘I know I

am,’ said Harry. Neville chuckled. Luna turned her pale eyes on him instead. ‘And I
don’t know who you are.’ ‘I’m nobody,’ said Neville hurriedly” (Rowling, OotP 171,
emphasis original). Harry is a household name whereas Neville is considered a
“nobody”, even by himself. Yet Harry and Neville have experienced very similar lives,
even Harry believes “Neville deserved [sympathy] more than he did” (Rowling, GoF
511). Both are raised by family members that consider them a disappointment, Harry
for being a wizard at all and Neville for being a wizard who’s not “as good as [his] dad”
(Rowling, OotP 653), after being effectively orphaned by Voldemort. Whilst Neville’s
parents are still alive, “they are insane … [and] They do not recognise him” (Rowling,
GoF 508). It is suggested that they would be “better dead than what happened to them”
(Rowling, OotP 160). Significantly, both boys are required to defeat Voldemort. Neville
shows himself to be “worthy to possess and use Gryffindor’s sword to slay Voldemort’s
penultimate Horcrux” (Morris 145) – notably, the only other person in the series
shown to be able to do this is Harry. Rowling emphasises that “a person’s
predispositions are important, but that a person’s choices in life are at least equally
important” (Markell and Markell 17). It is not only the orphan who is destined to fight
Voldemort but also the orphan who chooses to fight Voldemort that are needed to
succeed.
Harry is also depicted as being very similar to Tom Riddle, who later becomes
Voldemort, but it is his choices that set him apart. One of the key aspects throughout
the series is the “juxtaposition of Harry and Voldemort, both of whom must come to
grips with their own orphan background in order to find their place in the world but
choose different ways to do so” (Gymnich et al. 9). When Riddle and Harry meet in
Chamber of Secrets, Riddle states that “there are strange likenesses between us… Both
half-bloods, orphans, raised by Muggles” (Rowling, CoS 334) but Riddle chooses a life

of isolation, unable and unwilling to put his trust in other people. Harry on the other
hand is surrounded by people who love him; “whenever Harry isolates himself and so
follows in the footsteps of Voldemort, he comes close to failure” (Gymnich et al. 8), but
when he allows his friends to help him he succeeds.
Significantly, one of the major differences between Harry and Riddle is their
relationships with their respective father figures. Riddle rejects his biological father as
a weak Muggle, and ultimately murders him for abandoning his mother who was
pregnant with him at the time. Instead, Riddle fixates on the powerful Dumbledore
who is “the undoubted father-figure of [Riddle’s] home of Hogwarts” (Jardine 85).
Dumbledore saves Riddle from the orphanage and brings him to Hogwarts, “the first
and only place he had felt at home” (Rowling, HBP 359), where he is pampered as “an
unusually talented and very good-looking orphan” (Rowling, HBP 300). But
Dumbledore fails in Riddle’s expectations because in Riddle’s eyes, although he is
powerful, he is “too weak to dare, too weak to take what might have been his” (Rowling,
DH 605). Riddle views Dumbledore’s reliance on love as the most powerful magic, and
his reluctance to use magic against Muggles, as a weakness. Ultimately it is
Voldemort’s inability to see love as a powerful source of magic that leads to his
downfall. Harry, on the other hand, gains strength from his various father figures and
succeeds because of them. During the final battle between Harry and Voldemort,
Harry feels protected “as though his father’s stag kept guardian in his heart” (Rowling,
DH 595). Harry’s corporeal Patronus of a stag is a symbol of the protection Harry feels
from the love of his father, and is magic that Voldemort cannot achieve. Harry can cast
a corporeal Patronus because the “people who cared for him had stood in front of him
one by one, his mother, his father, his godfather, and finally Dumbledore, all
determined to protect him” (Rowling, HBP 536), he therefore understands the

significance of the protective charm and the love it takes to be able to cast it. This is
particularly important when Severus Snape’s Patronus is revealed to be a doe, the
same Patronus as Harry’s mother. It represents Snape’s love for Lily and his
determination to protect Harry for her. Snape emphasises the idea that a father-figure
does not need to be biological in order for the relationship to be meaningful, and,
furthermore, that the relationship does not need to be conventional. Rowling jokes
that “Snape, of course, would no sooner let them play games in class than adopt Harry”
(GoF 331), yet Snape does everything in his power to protect Harry and in return Harry
“unconsciously, and perhaps unwittingly, chooses Severus as a guide in Half Blood
Prince” (Carmelli 29). James, Sirius, Albus and Severus “may not have been perfect,
but it seems that as a group they were good enough in meeting [Harry’s] needs and
fulfilling the roles of a father” (Carmelli 31) to such an extent that Harry chooses their
names for his own sons.
Rowling uses a narrative with multiple orphans to show that there are multiple
paths laid out and people can choose their own way, often aided by unconventional
role models. In the UK, “49% of young men under the age of 21 who had come into
contact with the criminal justice system had a care experience” (Morse, 17), a statistic
that Rowling’s charity Lumos attempts to combat. Throughout the narrative of Harry
Potter, Rowling expresses that choices, and love, are the difference between Harry and
Voldemort – the hero and the villain. Scholars argue that it is for “the reader [to]
choose which to emphasise with in order to try out personal dreams” (Sampson 63),
but “grieving children and adolescents may feel that no one understands them”
(Markell and Markell 105). The literary orphan “serves as a role model for many
children who live lives without parents or parental influence” (Mattix 18). The use of
many different, and flawed, orphan characters in Harry Potter overcomes the

“proclivity of literary orphans to succeed and overcome the obstacles facing them”
(Mattix 184) which many real orphans do not experience. Not all children in care
succeed in this fashion but literary orphans "can often provide succour to looked-after
children”(Smallman) by allowing them to explore multiple outcomes and see
themselves better reflected in literature.
Arguably, this is why the Harry Potter series has become so well regarded as
“fantasy’s dominance lies in its capacity to explore traumatic issues in different, ‘safe’,
but still discernibly familiar forms” (Pheasant-Kelly 131-132). Similarly, Disney movies
have been heralded as a “more comfortable way of discussing this difficult topic
[death] for both parents and children” (Cox et al. 279) as they often feature death in a
number of forms, almost exclusively regarding the loss of at least one parent.
Disney’s Frozen (2013) is a prime example and showcases the diverging paths
of several different orphans whilst exploring the inherent loneliness of orphanhood.
Most grieving children “feel that they must handle their grief alone” (Markell and
Markell 105) as Elsa does, so the film makes it possible to open a conversation with a
grieving child through this representation. As stated, Frozen is not unique in being a
Disney animated movie that features the loss of parents, but it is unusual in its focus
on how this loss affects the characters. It is common in Disney animated movies for
parents to be absent, however “sometimes deaths are unacknowledged completely,
which is an aspect that is common to children’s films, especially among those with
missing parents” (Cox et al. 270-71). Frozen bucks this trend and discusses the loss of
parents as central to the main plot.
The plot of Frozen is an extended metaphor for isolation, largely due to the loss
of parents; specifically, Elsa’s ice powers are symbolic of her isolation. Anna and Elsa
are seen as close at the beginning of the movie however when Elsa accidentally hurts

Anna with her powers, the two become separated. Their separation is largely due to
their parents who fear Elsa, a fear she inevitably internalises. The Troll King tells Elsa
that “fear will be your enemy” (Buck and Lee), however it is Elsa’s fear of herself that
is truly her enemy rather than fear from outside. Elsa’s father tells her to “conceal it,
don’t feel it, don’t let it show” (Buck and Lee), and this becomes something of a mantra
for Elsa, particularly after their parents are killed. It is common for people dealing with
grief to “believe that something bad will happen if they do not keep their promises
concerning someone who has died” (Markell and Markell 72), and Elsa is seen to
repeat this promise to her father throughout the song ‘First Time in Forever’. This song
reveals the very different perspectives of the two sisters, particularly when they sing
together in counterpoint:
ANNA. For the first time in forever
ELSA. Don't let them in, don't let them see
ANNA. I'm getting what I'm dreaming of
ELSA. Be the good girl you always have to be
ANNA. A chance to change my lonely world
ELSA. Conceal
ANNA. A chance to find true love
ELSA. Conceal, don't feel, don't let them know (Buck and Lee)
Elsa views the opening of the gates as something to fear, as she is concerned with
disappointing her father, whereas Anna is looking forward to being around other
people for a change. The repetition of “for the first time in forever” (Buck and Lee)
shows how much Elsa’s isolation has affected Anna, as she feels it has lasted “forever”.

Anna is seen to be more greatly affected by isolation than Elsa; Elsa states “the cold
never bothered me anyway” (Buck and Lee) whereas Anna is shown to struggle in the
cold weather, frequently depicted as shivering or wrapping herself up for warmth.
However, Olaf, the snowman, belies this idea that Elsa is unbothered by her
isolation. Olaf’s catchphrase is “I like warm hugs” (Buck and Lee) and is characterised
by his obsession with summer and heat. Olaf is the first thing that Elsa creates when
she leaves Arendelle, a manifestation of a happier time in Elsa’s life. Elsa has always
been controlled by her parents as “children’s culture is shaped by adult agendas and
expectations” (Jenkins 26), particularly within royalty, but Olaf is something that Elsa
and Anna shared together without outside interference. Similar to Harry Potter’s
corporeal Patronus, Olaf is an example of the warmth and love Elsa feels for Anna.
Symbolically, as their isolation is shown to grow Anna repeatedly asks Elsa: “Do you
want to build a snowman?” (Buck and Lee), which is exactly what Elsa does when she
is free of the kingdom and the constraints she felt there. Olaf represents Elsa’s desire
for warmth and companionship, though her fear keeps her from expressing it outright.
The ice/isolation metaphor is further extended in the reprise of ‘First Time in
Forever’ where again the two sisters sing in counterpoint:
ANNA. You don’t have to be afraid
ELSA. No escape from the storm inside of me
ANNA. We can work this out together
ELSA. I can’t control the curse!
ANNA. We’ll reverse the storm you’ve made
ELSA. Anna, please, you’ll only make it worse!

ANNA. Don’t panic
ELSA. There’s so much fear!
ANNA. We’ll make the sun shine bright
ELSA. You’re not safe here!
ANNA. We can face this thing together
ELSA. No!
ANNA. We can change this winter weather (Buck and Lee)
Anna argues that together they can “make the sun shine bright” as they would no
longer be isolated but Elsa is too afraid to let Anna close to her. She creates a
snowstorm that physically separates the two of them (Figure 3), a physical

Figure 3: Frozen (Buck and Lee)

manifestation of this metaphor. “While it is true that fear may be a result of a particular
situation, it is also a product of social construction, shaped by cultural scripts that
instruct people how and of what to be afraid” (Schweitzer 2). Elsa has been conditioned
to be afraid of herself, particularly in regards to Anna’s safety. Anna, on the other hand,
was largely left uninstructed as their parents were seen to focus more on Elsa than

Anna. Due to this, she does not understand to be afraid of Elsa because she was kept
unaware of Elsa’s abilities, potentially as an attempt at “preservation of a state of
ignorance, of unknowingness, about certain areas of life which adults feel should best
remain secret from those inhabiting the world of childhood” (R. Mills 12). However,
rather than protecting her, this ignorance places Anna in danger as her naivety is
exploited by Hans which almost leads to her death.
This naivety is best viewed through the lens of Kristoff, another orphan figure.
In the opening scene of the movie, Kristoff is shown to be following the older men
working on the ice fields. Set in 1839, the movie calls upon older orphan narratives
where “learning the essential skills early on was probably the best thing for that child”
(Pollock 64), as there was little in the way of community care. Kristoff is ignored and
ultimately left behind by the men but, after following the ice trail left by young Elsa,
he finds family with the rock trolls. As he was raised by rocks, Kristoff is rougher and
more world-weary than Anna. He tells her “I don’t trust your judgement” (Buck and
Lee) when she reveals she got engaged to a man she met that day and he chastises her
for putting her feet up on his sled:
KRISTOFF. Seriously, were you raised in a barn?
ANNA. No, I was raised in a castle (Buck and Lee)

Anna is frequently shown to be unsophisticated and unladylike as well as incredibly
naïve throughout the movie (Figure 4), so this
exchange plays on the irony of the situation. It is
Kristoff, who was raised outdoors by literal rocks,
who possesses more common sense than a princess
raised in a castle. The juxtaposition of Kristoff and
Anna shows it is more important how you are
raised than where you are raised.
Figure 4: Frozen (Buck and Lee)

This is another important aspect of orphan
narratives and is particularly prominent in NBC’s Blindspot television series which
deals with twin orphans, Roman and Remi, who are both “trained as a child soldier
and raised by a psychopath” (Gero S2E18). Their names are a direct reference to the
foundling story of Romulus and Remus. They choose the names of famous orphans in
a period where orphanhood is no longer a common reality. Roman and Remi choose
to embrace their orphan status and shed their original identities, a choice which is,
arguably: “introduced as a convenient plot device [,] something that fascinated
precisely because of its improbability” (Boswell 6). Orphans are no longer a common
phenomenon in western society, making their names a constant reminder of their
status.
The two also appear to play out their namesakes’ roles, as they attempt to build
a better America with their adoptive mother, Shepherd, and their terrorist
organisation, Sandstorm. The similarities between the original orphan narrative are
particularly poignant when Roman is ordered to kill Remi for betraying them in season
2, episode 9 (Gero). However, unlike the original story of Romulus and Remus, Roman
is unable to kill Remi, instead choosing to protect her. Throughout the series it is

suggested that Roman is weaker than Remi and needs her to protect him, particularly
in the orphanage where they were kept as children and later when they were being
raised by Shepherd (S2E1; S2E11; S3E24), the reverse of Romulus and Remus.
Shepherd is also depicted akin to the she-wolf that suckled Romulus and Remus in the
original narrative. Agent Zapata comments when “you get raised by wolves, you’re
likely to become a wolf” (Gero S2E5) in relation to how Roman and Remi appear to be
predisposed to violence. Her codename Shepherd is designed to disguise her true
intentions as the wolf within the herd, as, before becoming the “biggest domestic
terrorist in American history” (Gero S2E11), she was a Major General within the
Defence Threat Reduction Agency, part of the US Department of Defence. Blindspot
attempts to show that “people are not always what they seem, and the defenders of
order may turn out to be conspiring to overthrow the system” (Schlesinger et al. 79).
This is a common trope within orphan narratives where the question of identity,
particularly regarding predispositions, is often key. Shepherd “proceed[s] to ‘strip’
[Roman and Remi] of their innocence in various ways, as if to suggest that children
are merely the product of what gets done to them” (Hanson 154), a theory which
appears to be true as Roman and Remi are shown to be exactly what Shepherd made
them to be. It is only when their memories are wiped with the chemical ZIP that they
are given the opportunity to change.
Examining how both characters are interacted with and perceived after they are
ZIPed provides an excellent opportunity to analyse how upbringing affects the life of
orphans. Both characters have their memories erased throughout the course of the
series however how they are dealt with directly affects who they become, and these
outcomes vary wildly. The first season is concerned with Remi’s memory loss

primarily, whilst Roman’s memory loss drives the plot at the beginning of the second
season.
When her character is first introduced, Remi has no idea who she is so she is
given the name of Jane Doe, a moniker often used by law enforcement when a person’s
identity is unknown. This is an identity she then assumes permanently as the show
progresses, as it is the one given to her by the family she chooses for herself. Whilst
talking to a psychologist in the first episode, Jane is told “we are defined by our
choices” (Gero S1E1), but Jane has been given the unique opportunity to “make new
ones” (Gero S1E1). Jane is welcomed into the FBI and the team tells her they are willing
to “[take] a chance on you” (Gero S1E1). Her new choices are supported by the FBI
team, particularly Kurt Weller who later becomes her husband, cementing the idea
that Jane is creating a new family for herself. In the second episode, Kurt tells her
“Whoever you were before, that’s not who you are now” (Gero S1E2) when Jane reveals
that she is having memories of a bleak and violent past, and tells her that “What
happened to you was horrible but good can come of it” (Gero S1E2). This idea is in line
with Westwell’s argument about the representation of terrorism on screen after 9/11,
that “the narrative trope of rescue became a key mechanism for dealing with the
experience and aftermath of 9/11” (24). Whilst Blindspot does feature an orphan
narrative, it is predominately a show about terrorist threats within New York.
Generally, each episode revolves around the foiling of a terrorist plot and the rescuing
of countless lives, however there is an overarching theme of rescuing Jane throughout
the series. Jane has “become complicit and corrupted, and ... it is largely adults who
are responsible” (Hanson 155) for this corruption. Moeller argues that “framing a story
around innocence - and/or a child - is a below-the-radar way of taking sides. It is a way
of packaging a terrorism story so that the reception of it is well-nigh assured” (106).

As such, Jane is depicted as an American hero after she is rescued from her Remi
persona. Kurt, the personification of “the heroic, effective, US soldier who puts his life
at risk in pursuit of a mission informed by a moral imperative” (Westwell 24), becomes
Jane’s “starting point” (Gero S2E2) and she is embraced by the FBI as one of their
own.
Roman, on the other hand, does not receive this reception from the FBI. In the
first season, Jane states that “people are shaped by their past” (Gero S1E2), but
because Jane’s past is unknown it is not able to shape her future and she becomes
someone new. Roman, however, has a well-known past which he is unable to escape.
When Roman loses his memory, he is taken to the FBI like Jane, but, unlike Jane, he
is treated as the terrorist he is known to be and locked away. Roman does not have the
luxury to “make new choices”, as he is kept in a dark and uncomfortable cell, forcing
him to remember his childhood upbringing in the South African orphanage. Roman is
isolated and forced to relive his “loss of innocence … represented as a painful
transitional process” (Hanson 154) alone, and consequently accepts these memories
as his only identity. Jane receives affirmations from her team and is told “You’re more
than just the killer Shepherd made you” (Gero S2E9), whereas Roman is reminded
daily that he is “still a criminal” (Gero S2E11). Ultimately Roman returns to his life as
a terrorist and a criminal, becoming the main antagonist in season 3. Jane states “I
grew up in the same place in the same way” (Gero S2E11), but she is only able to forge
a new identity when she is surrounded by a family that accepts her, something she
admits “I never thought … was possible” (Gero S1E23). The contrast between how
Roman and Jane turn out shows the need for support systems to be in place that allow
orphans to deal constructively with their past, a reflection of the true need of orphans
in society.

It may be true that some orphan narratives are concerned simply with how to
“keep their audiences watching, listening, reading. It’s about profit” (Moeller 127), but
it is also true that they highlight important aspects about orphanhood in reality,
sometimes without even meaning to. “Simply by introducing these voices, writers
emphasise that children have something special to say and should be listened to in
their own right” (J. Mills 47), even if their fictional representations are not truly
reflective. Orphan narratives can reveal a lot about society over time and the “literary
orphan proves to be an increasingly colourful and fascinating device” (Gymnich et al.
6). This thesis alone has catalogued a thief, a pauper, an optimist, a wizard, a queen
and a terrorist; orphans who struggle and orphans who succeed; orphans who find
family and those who stay alone. Through all the different interpretations on the
orphan narrative, several tropes are seen to reappear across the years, which suggests
there are deeply entrenched issues which societies have yet to solve.
The most common idea seen throughout orphan narratives is that “children are
in need of physical protection and nurture for their well-being” (R. Mills 12), however
most narratives present this as an issue that has yet to be addressed satisfactorily for
the orphan. Their orphan status often means that these protagonists are left without
adequate care and are abandoned to struggle alone. This can be seen in every orphan
narrative discussed in this thesis. Real children who experience loss often feel that “the
loss of his parents is synonymous with the loss of many other things: the loss of
attention, the loss of love, and the loss of caring role models to turn to for advice”
(Markell and Markell xiv), something which literary orphans also experience. Some of
the narratives explore this issue explicitly, however, most simply suggest that
“successful emotional substitution of a parent turns out to be a scarcity” (Gymnich et
al. 6). This is consistent with real-world statistics. Since 2015 the adoption rate of

looked-after children has been steadily declining. In 2019, of the 78,150 looked-after
children in the UK, only 3,570 children were adopted (National Statistics 1). Similarly,
in America around 135,000 children are adopted each year compared to the estimated
1 to 2 million families waiting to adopt (Adoption Network). A lot of prospective
parents are put off by the “undesirable aspects of childhood - the amount of time,
trouble and money it [takes] to rear children” (Pollock 110), a consideration often left
untouched by orphan narratives. Furthermore, orphan narratives can create
unrealistic expectations regarding the adoption process, often replacing the long and
complicated process with a baby “laid … gently on the doorstep” (Rowling, PS 17) or
the signing of a single piece of paper (Huston). The different representations of
adoption within orphan narratives is a large and complex area that cannot be fully
explored within this thesis but would benefit from further study.
Additionally, this thesis addresses issues regarding fictional and real orphans,
however these orphan narratives also reveal “a catalogue of abduction and
mistreatment of children by adults” (Davis and Bourhill 37) which is left largely
undiscussed. Society focuses on the rehabilitation of these orphan figures, yet no moral
panic springs from their treatment by adults, which is more often than not the cause
of their plight. Orphan narratives supply a wealth of information regarding this and
further research could be done regarding the figure of the abusive adult within orphan
narratives. Schlesinger argues that “news story and fiction story are two forms of
modern literature that are now so alike one another that it is sometimes difficult to
distinguish them” (72). If we take this view, orphan narratives can be a useful source
when discussing child abuse in contemporary societies, as well as in discussions
regarding the treatment of orphans throughout history.
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