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 Standards of female beauty have long been a source of debate within Western 

society. Determining who dictates these standards of beauty and how these standards 

inform individual value seemingly become more and more determined by the individuals 

themselves, yet there remains a high value placed on white, thin and cisgender females.  

This standard, although increasingly challenged remains the default for beauty in our 

society and within our literary culture. This thesis works to expose two modern Young 

Adult texts, John Green’s An Abundance of Katherines and Laura Ruby’s Bone Gap, for 

the ways in which they continue to reinforce these standards of beauty in women.  While 

presenting challenges to these stereotypes, the standards set out in these texts ultimately 

portray women as defined and controlled by men.  
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Introduction

 Young Adult literature is a refuge for a malleable and developing age group, a 

group generally categorized as teens between the ages of 13 and 19. These teens are 

generally thought to be looking for direction, guidance, and examples of the people they 

should aim to become. While pulling away from their family units, they still seek to 

become the individuals that society deems acceptable and attractive. The work of 

psychologist Erik Erikson outlines this segment of the population as one that is 

essentially questioning the self, a group that is seeking to determine their individualized 

identities and roles within society. Following such an understanding of adolescence, 

writers and educators have long argued that it is essential to expose these developing 

teens to texts that allow for the exploration and acceptance of an identity that may not be 

one that is typically valued and/or depicted within the mainstream culture or society. The 

work of Simone de Beauvoir along with contemporary educators and authors Beth 

Younger, Carla Rice, Susan Bordo and Gina DeBlase will provide us with access to the 

argument for such inclusiveness and will be discussed throughout this text. While every 

individual can be impacted by this genre of literature, a group that is particularly 

susceptible to the norms within this genre is that of teenage girls. This segment of the 

population has long been subject to unrealistic beauty standards and expectations that 

have placed far greater value on their physical appearance, especially from the 

perspective of the men. This problematic valuation has led many teens and women to 

believe that their worth is determined primarily in their ability to perform and exist in 
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specific physical spaces and forms, spaces and forms determined by their male 

counterparts. 

The crisis of identity within this entire age group (both boys and girls) is defined 

by Erikson in his text Childhood and Society when he writes, “the adolescent mind is 

essentially a mind of the moratorium, a psychological stage between childhood and 

adulthood, and between the morality learned by the child, and the ethics to be developed 

by the adult” (263). Teens and adolescents at this stage are grappling with the identities 

that they came to know as children and the responsibilities that come along with 

becoming adults. Choices made at this stage in life are the ones that begin to carry 

consequences with them that may last a lifetime. As these teens prepare to leave the 

safety of their parents’ homes and venture into the world as adults seeking individual 

identities and values, they are met with the choice to conform to societal standards or to 

take a route not promoted by societal ideals and mainstream media. Much of the work 

that Erikson does regarding children and adolescents focuses on the impact that these 

societal norms project onto the individuals these teens seek to become. According to 

Erikson, this influence holds much weight on the future success of these children, and 

thus the focus on his studies in relation to the genre of YA fiction is related to the myriad 

ways in which popular YA literature depicts societal norms, norms from which these 

teens will learn and grow. 

The literary genre of YA fiction, however, is still fraught with gender and body 

norms that perpetuate the problematic ideals that we (and previous generations) have 

defined, and continue to promote, within our Western culture. Alongside an increasing 

awareness within the literary community of the long-standing history of misogyny, 
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racism, and sexism within these and other texts, there is still a large portion of the 

population that is not being represented or promoted as desirable. The irony of this under- 

or mis-represented collective is that while being neglected in majority of literature, this 

population occupies majority of the population in the real world and deserves more of a 

voice than is currently afforded to them. This population referred to contains anyone who 

is not white, thin, and cisgender.  

In a review of YA novels published between 1999 and 2005 Melanie D. Koss and 

William H Teale reported on trends in YA literature. During the study, they reviewed 370 

texts and narrowed those down to 59 novels they felt were representative of the genre 

based on a series of criteria. In this breakdown, they found some information that 

supports my claims that there are still large portions of the population not well-

represented in YA literature. The most commonly represented culture/ethnicity in these 

novels was European Americans at 32% (Koss and Teale 566). They additionally 

reported that only 20% of the novels depicted characters that were multicultural, and a 

whopping 5% were African American, and even more disturbingly that there was no 

representation of Asian Americans, Native Americans, Latino/as, Middle Easterners or 

Jewish Americans (Koss and Teale 566). It is important to note that these percentages are 

not representative of protagonists within these texts, but are reflective of presence of any 

such characters within the novel.  Had this study been conducted solely on protagonists, it 

is safe to assume that these representations would have been even more heavily weighted 

in favor of European Americans.  

The problem here lies not only in representations of culture/ethnicity, but is also 

reflected in representations of sexuality as well. In this same study, it was reported that 
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only 10% of novels contained any characters that were, as the researches reference, 

GLBTQ (Koss and Teale 566). These findings point to a genre heavily dominated by 

white, heterosexual characters. In a separate study conducted in 2011 by the Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center an analysis of 3,400 children’s and young adult books reflected 

that only 8.8% of these books were multicultural (Hughes-Hassell 213).  In the years 

since these studies were published the representations of novels that contain and star 

these traditionally marginalized characters have grown in numbers, but with this growth, 

there is still a delay in representations that are directly reflective of the culture in which 

we live. While the novels I plan to discuss do contain characters that are not represented 

within the novels contained in the first study, the stereotypes surrounding these characters 

remain problematic in the ways that they reinforce the perceived Other-ness of these 

characters. 

Scholar and advocate for ethnic inclusivity in children’s literature, Rudine Sims 

Bishop, reflects on the need for novels that include characters that represent all portions 

of the population when she writes: 

It is true, of course, that good literature reaches across cultural and ethnic borders 

to touch us as humans; in the right light, as a window can also be a mirror. I 

argue, however, that for those children who historically had been ignored – or 

worse, ridiculed – in children’s books, seeing themselves portrayed visually and 

textually as realistically human was essential to letting them know that they are 

valued in the social context in which they are growing up. Near invisibility 

suggested that books and literature, while often pleasurable, were in some sense 

apart from them. (Bishop 9) 
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Yes, it can be stated that characters representative of these communities are, and have 

been, present in previously published popular texts, however, these characters generally 

fail to serve in the starring role of the text and primarily serve as supporting cast. In 

recent years, there have been attempts made by authors and book-sellers within this genre 

to showcase these marginalized communities. Whole sections in book stores and libraries 

are devoted to LGBTQ YA texts. Outside of the YA genre the recent development of 

what is referred to as Urban fiction promotes literature representative of black characters 

often receiving a section on bookshelves to allow for ease of access/promotion. 

While there are many texts that are attempting to incorporate and promote 

standards of beauty that have been traditionally neglected, many of the popular texts still 

perpetuate these long standing tropes of female beauty. These ideals of beauty are 

depicted and determined by magazines, social media stars, TV and movie stars, and other 

forms of media, including literature. These are standards that promote nearly impossible-

to-attain goals of body weight and beauty for women; if you are not pretty, then you must 

at least be thin, if you are not thin, then you must at least have a pretty face, a face that is 

typically white. Any character that falls outside of this norm usually occupies the space 

of a supporting and/or struggling sidekick rather than a leading role in this literature. 

There is little room provided for deviation from these projected forms of beauty available 

in current media, and while society seems to become increasingly aware of this lack of 

representation, popular works remain problematic in terms of these beauty standards. 

These standards are especially harsh when looking at the ideals present in female beauty. 

These representations point to a larger issue, and that is the issue of gendered standards of 

beauty; standards that tend to be defined by men due to the long history of a literary field, 
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and society in general, dominated by men. While there seems to be an attempt each year 

by authors and advocates to write books that challenge these norms, there are still many 

highly acclaimed texts, as well as popular books, that are attempting to, but failing to 

properly address these issues with any real success. Casting characters of varied ethnicity, 

sexuality, and body shape in roles that are desirable rather than as supporting cast would 

help to broaden the reach and impact that YA literature has on its intended audience, 

providing them with greater opportunity to identify and find themselves reflected through 

these texts. Without these representations, many of these texts still work to propel these 

beauty myths forward while neglecting to promote ideals of beauty that fall outside of the 

societal norm. 

The influence that our patriarchal society has on our culture, arts, and women in 

general is discussed by Simone de Beauvoir throughout various works. In her book The 

Second Sex, Beauvoir devotes a section titled “The Formative Years” to the discussion of 

the developmental differences between boys and girls that start in childhood and are 

furthered throughout the growth process. These differences all lead to her conclusion that 

our society places a higher value on men than it does women, deeming women the 

inferior sex. Beauvoir has this to say of the girl as a young adult, “she has always been 

convinced of male superiority; this male prestige is not a childish mirage; it has economic 

and social foundations; men are surely masters of the world” (Beauvoir 328). Her 

argument revolves around the greater implication that men are the superior beings within 

our Western culture and that, due to this superiority, women have been trained as 

subservient beings that lack any real authority of their own. In the context of YA fiction, 

this belief is heavily supported through texts that depict romances where the end goal of 
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the female protagonist is to gain attention and subsequent validation from their male 

counterparts.  

Highly successful YA novels such as Twilight and The Hunger Games promote 

some of these problematic ideals while attempting to combat others, whether explicitly or 

not. Whether it is Bella’s problematic attachment to predator Edward and her ultimate 

sacrifice of family and mortal life to be with him or Katniss’ codependence on Peeta that 

leads to life-threatening situations and her compromising of individual identity, these 

young women are victims of their membership to what Beauvoir defines as the “second 

sex”. It is summed up perfectly as follows by Beauvoir when she writes of the perceived 

end goal of the woman: 

Thus the supreme necessity for woman is to charm a masculine heart; intrepid and 

adventurous though they may be, it is the recompense to which all heroines 

aspire; and most often no quality is asked of them other than their beauty. It is 

understandable that the care of her physical appearance should become for the 

young girl a real obsession; be they princesses or shepherdesses, they must always 

be pretty in order to obtain love and happiness; homeliness is cruelly associated 

with wickedness, and one is in doubt, when misfortunes shower the ugly, whether 

their crimes or their ill-favored looks are being punished. (Beauvoir 291)  

This ideal of woman is all at the hands of man and leads to a favoring of the woman who 

can conform to these ideals of beauty and subservience. A woman who defies these 

standards, either willingly or unwillingly, is subject to be perceived as “wicked” and 

treated to “misfortunes”.  
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Beth Younger, associate professor of English at Drake University, explores some 

of these same feminist concerns and how they can be addressed within the genre of YA 

fiction in her book, Learning Curves: Body Image and Female Sexuality in Young Adult 

Literature. In the chapter titled “Do I Look Fat?” Younger explores a variety of 

depictions of the female body in YA fiction. She points out and expounds upon how these 

physical descriptions are often mirrored in a character’s social and sexual status within 

the text. Younger’s argument is that, often in YA literature, thin bodies represent females 

that are confident and in control, while overweight bodies often represent unconfident 

and out of control characters, especially in terms of female sexuality. Younger presents 

this in terms of what Laura Mulvey coined as the “male gaze” in film culture. Younger 

transposes this theory into the realm of literary interpretation arguing that: 

In many YA novels readers are encouraged, even directed, to examine characters 

from the perspective of a judgmental voyeur. The gaze is defined by many 

feminists as objectifying women, and this is connected with the experience of 

being looked at. These social constructions of young women’s bodies become 

accepted norms.” (Younger 4).  

Younger sets out to reveal that the norms depicted within society are further reinforced 

within the literary field as well. These norms, as Younger and Beauvoir set them out, are 

all determined by the male gaze. Younger argues that within the novels she has selected 

to review, “Female power, sexual or otherwise, is connected to a thin, lean body” 

(Younger 15). I would like to further this argument by suggesting that the larger issue is 

that this “power” is only made available by the male influence, and subsequently question 

whether or not that is in fact “power” at all. The larger issue here is the systematic 
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treatment of girls’ bodies. To obtain “power” or agency (the ability to act on her own 

according to her own desires) a girl must be deemed physically desirable by the men 

capable of enabling this power. The patriarchal influence of men on these young women 

influences their ability to perform with an agency of their own. These young women are 

taught that to succeed in life, they must maintain a sexual desirability to the men in 

power. Younger makes specific reference to this conflict of power, or as I would like to 

refer to it, agency, when she writes of one female protagonists’ inability to find this 

agency due to physical restrictions. She writes that this protagonist “never gets to a place 

of self-acceptance; her acceptability as a female is shown to be dependent on male 

perception and validation. Again and again, lookism asserts authority in determining the 

worth of female bodies” (Younger 19). Through the lens of these critics, we can see that 

our Western patriarchal values are problematic for their perpetuation of feminine beauty 

standards within our society, particularly when it comes to YA literature. 

 The influence of these texts on the adolescent population of girls has been studied 

within recent years. One such study, conducted by Gina DeBlase, professor of English 

Education at Wayne State University in Michigan, explores the impact these texts have 

on their target audience. DeBlase notes, “Significantly, identity construction within 

particular social contexts (e.g., the literacy classroom) is part of the larger matrix of 

transactions between self and world” (DeBlase 625). DeBlase is particularly concerned 

with the intersection between the depictions of female characters within YA literature and 

how real life teen girls relate to, or reflect, their identities in reaction to these texts. 

Through one such study she concluded the following of these interactions between the 

girls and their assigned YA texts: 
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What becomes clear is the way in which stories of women who exhibit courage 

and self-determination are sidelined by culturally dominant stories that cast 

female characters in a narrowly constructed patriarchal manner with dependence 

on males and romance at the center of female attention. (DeBlase 629) 

Additionally stating, 

 The pull of patriarchal romance ideologies embedded in cultural texts (both 

popular and otherwise) is extremely alluring for adolescent girls. As a result, it is 

as if the girls are in a tug-of-war between the more traditional representations of 

femininity found in such texts and those images of femininity that represent a 

more self-determined and assertive female role model. (DeBlase 631) 

These observations line up very clearly with the intersections of the theory of Erikson, 

Younger, and Beauvoir. These teenage girls are grappling with the identity crisis of 

wishing to be strong independent girls in a society that has trained them to be subjective 

to the dominant men around them. While these girls may be exposed to strong 

independent female characters briefly in literature, the YA market is still flooded with 

texts that capitulate to the long-standing tradition of patriarchal values that subsequently 

commodify women based on their perceived physical value. Due to the larger societal 

implications and reinforcements of submissive female characters, many of these teens, as 

DeBlase notes, are still unable to identify with the depictions of young women who defy 

these norms. In addition to the representation of submissive females, young adults of 

color may find it difficult to relate to the heavy representation of white female characters.  

This essay will look closely at two primary texts within the genre of YA 

literature: Laura Ruby’s Bone Gap, a Printz award winning and National Book Award 
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finalist YA novel that attempts to, but falls short in, addressing some of the exclusions 

and stereotypes that have been perpetuated within the canon of YA literature; and John 

Green’s An Abundance of Katherines, winner of a Michael J. Printz honor and LA Times 

Book Prize finalist that portrays a young boy’s obsession with dating girls based on their 

names first, and all else later. These two texts contain very different approaches and 

depictions of the previously mentioned gendered power dynamic, yet both also work to 

reinforce the culture dominated by white cisgender men while also attempting to break 

down other stereotypes of gender performativity. Green and Ruby’s depictions of the 

characters within these texts subvert expectations of masculinity and femininity, however 

the relationships between these characters unravel the success of such progressive 

characterizations. A close reading of these novels will reveal the effect of the influence of 

men on standards of beauty as well as on the behavior and performance expectation 

appropriated to women. This exploration will reveal the presence of a heavily patriarchal 

influence that fails to acknowledge a varied acceptance of beauty, gender, and sexuality. 

The primary focus of this analysis will be on body image and self-acceptance, 

especially in terms of the female body. I will explore the ways in which these two texts 

address, or refuse to acknowledge, societal depictions and expectations of the “perfect” 

female body (and behavior) and the ways in which these depictions work to reinforce the 

power of men within this gender binary. This exploration will be framed using a critical 

assessment of literary portrayals of body image and femininity by modern critics as well 

as by looking at the theory of the constructed gender of woman discussed in Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex. The primary connection that I will draw between Second 

Sex, Bone Gap, and An Abundance of Katherines revolves around the relationship 
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between men and women, specifically looking at women being defined and controlled by 

and through the influence of men. 

While in many ways succeeding to address some of these issues of body image 

and what Younger refers to as “look-ism”, Bone Gap is still guilty of furthering some of 

the same sexist ideals that previous literature has made the norm. One of the main foci 

(and highest critical acclaims) of this book is its encouragement to readers and/or 

characters to look past a person’s outer appearance to see the complexity that lies beyond, 

and within, each individual, perhaps despite physical appearance. Ruby presents 

characters that fall outside of the perceived norm that has been traditionally depicted 

within this genre; however, the treatment of women in this novel is still riddled with the 

traditional, though subtly presented, idea of women being defined and controlled by the 

male gaze. The depictions of “strong” women are still presented in ways that will be 

further discussed as perpetuating the narrative of women being less than, controlled by, 

and defined by men. 

In Laura Ruby’s Bone Gap we are introduced to a modern day magical realism 

(although some say it is fantasy) re-creation of the Greek myth of Persephone. Roza, a 

Polish immigrant who is meant to be this book’s version of Persephone, is kidnapped by 

an obsessive professor who magically creates several different realities for Roza in the 

many spatial and temporal “gaps” within the town of Bone Gap. These gaps serve as 

Ruby’s version of hell in the Persephone myth, only accessible to magical creatures. The 

story vacillates by alternating each chapter between a focus on Roza’s situation and that 

of Finn O’Sullivan, a young man. The relationship between Roza and Finn is one that is 

generally problematic, misunderstood, and seems much debated among the gossipy 
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townsfolk of Bone Gap. Finn’s older brother, Sean, is romantically involved with Roza, 

while Priscilla, who prefers to go by Petey, fills the typically coveted role of the male 

protagonist’s love interest. Throughout the novel we are introduced to these various 

characters and their perceived baggage in an attempt to show that not everyone is as they 

appear, and that beauty is indeed in the eye of the beholder. However, the depictions of 

feminine beauty in this novel, although attempting to defy stereotypes, tend to reinforce 

some of the very ideals they are working to combat. 

Petey is the first prime example of one of these multi-dimensional characters. She 

is treated as an easy sexual conquest by the boys at school because she is seen as 

physically attractive, but is described as having an unattractive face. Her reputation 

within the school is tarnished by the perception that she is sexually desperate, and 

subsequently easy, because of the previously mentioned physical characteristics. She is 

depicted as being unapproachable and mean as a result of this treatment. Her mother, 

Mrs. Willis, on the other hand is described as being a caring, loving and strong figure, 

perhaps one of the more powerful women in the text. Sean and Finn’s mother, contrasts 

Mrs. Willis by offering a different perspective on motherhood, in the form of an unloving 

and selfish individual, who only becomes so when her husband dies and she decides that 

her two sons are not enough to keep her locked down in the town of Bone Gap. Lastly, 

and most central to the narrative, is Roza. An outsider to Bone Gap, Roza is loved by 

many, but too much so by her captor. This is possibly the most problematic depiction of a 

woman, although she is strong in her attempts to flee and free herself from his hold, Roza 

is controlled by her captor and freedom is only attained with the assistance of Finn, the 

male protagonist. It is ultimately her self-mutilation, however, that allows her to become 
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free of this controlling man. Roza’s choice to mar her face serves as a willful violation of 

the beauty standard that ultimately deems her undesirable to her captor. Without the 

assistance of Finn, however, this violation would not have been possible. All of this is to 

say that all the women in this novel, though depicted as having goals and dreams of their 

own which should afford them certain agency to function without the men in their lives, 

are still at the mercy of, and somewhat defined by, these same men and their standards of 

beauty.  

The author of Bone Gap, Laura Ruby, is on the faculty of Hamline University’s 

Masters in Writing for Children Program. She writes books for adults, teens, and 

children, in addition to instructing students on craft. Ruby’s book, Bone Gap, was the 

winner of the 2016 Michael L Printz award, an award described by the Young Adult 

Library Services Association as being awarded “based entirely on its literary merit”. The 

book was touted in a book review for the American Library Association written by Sarah 

Hunter as “weav(ing) powerful themes throughout her stunning novel: beauty as both a 

gift and a burden; the difference between love and possession; the tensions between what 

lies on the surface and what moves beneath; the rumbling threat of sexual violence; the 

brutal reality of small-town cruelties.” These contradictions are all present in the text, and 

while credit should be given to Ruby for the talented and diverse presentation of the 

material, somehow my takeaway from this novel is that the overarching theme is more 

heavily focused on the treatment of the women by the men (and the people of Bone Gap). 

In John Green’s An Abundance of Katherines we are introduced to child prodigy 

Colin Singleton, recently dumped by his nineteenth girlfriend named Katherine. In a state 

of despair, Colin and sidekick Hassan embark on a road trip away from their hometown 
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of Chicago in an attempt to find summer employment and distraction from heartbreak. 

Colin, who has a history of dating only girls by the name of Katherine, has been dumped 

by every single one of them, although we later learn that he was actually the dumper in 

one of these relationships. This premise of control provides a false promise of the agency 

of the female characters in this text. Colin, a thoroughly self-involved protagonist, spends 

most of his days lamenting over the loss of the most recent Katherine, but we fail to learn 

much about this ex (or any of them really), as she simply serves as just another girl in a 

long line of girls who failed to tolerate or continually dote on and love Colin. Colin, on 

his adventure out of Chicago meets Gutshot, Tennessee local Lindsey Lee Wells, in the 

town where she works giving tours of what is falsely marketed as Archduke Franz 

Ferdinand’s final resting place. Hollis, Lindsey’s mother, hires Hassan and Colin to work 

for her over the summer, effectively ending their road trip and beginning the romance 

between Hassan and Katrina (also a Gutshot native); and Colin and Lindsey. 

The romances in this novel, while less problematic than the relationships in Bone 

Gap, still tend to promote ideals of beauty as dictated by the male gaze. Hassan is 

presented as an overweight, voluntarily sexually inexperienced boy who easily lands the 

hottest girl in Gutshot. Hassan’s larger than average body and Muslim religion is 

presented in a lighthearted and humorous way, while most of the girls and even Colin are 

presented as being thin and attractive throughout the novel. Depictions of men in this 

form work to promote the idea that men can present in any physical fashion and be 

accepted by women, while traditionally, if the tables were turned, the women would 

almost always have an obsession with their weight or be shunned by society when 

considered as romantic prospects. However, there is one woman in this novel that works 
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to defy the social norm of their reliance on men and that is Hollis, Lindsey’s mother. 

Hollis is the only woman in this novel that appears to succeed as a truly independent 

woman. In addition to being independent, Hollis is described as fat, thus she serves as a 

woman who functions outside of the body standards that are typically promoted as 

beautiful. She functions independently from men throughout the novel, her husband 

having left years earlier. She owns and runs a production warehouse that employs much 

of the Gutshot population. Unfortunately, this company is failing, and her compassionate 

nature, which can be read as a symptom of her womanhood, leads her to hide this failing 

from its employees to prevent their job loss. Aside from Hollis, the women in this novel 

serve primarily as means of validation for the men in their lives, thus continuing the 

tradition of promoting the ideals of a patriarchal and superficial society.  

John Green has received world renown and acclaim for his YA novels. His novel 

Looking for Alaska was awarded the Michael L Printz award in 2006, and other novels of 

his have been adapted to film with great success. He is known for tackling the difficult 

issues of childhood disability and illness in some of his more popular works, but also for 

working startling romances into these same works. While An Abundance of Katherines 

deals more with the romance quality of his work, it is interesting to consider this novel in 

the context of his other, better known, works. As an author known for addressing and 

representing some of the less popular topics and characters within the genre of YA 

literature, this text conforms all too easily to the omni-present trope of teen romance. 

While the girls in this text are not depicted in the same fashion as those in Ruby’s text, it 

is perhaps this lack of representation that is the problem in itself. The girls in this novel, 
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or more specifically, the Katherines in this novel, generally are not rewarded with voices 

of their own, but voices that are conveyed through the male lens of Colin. 

As award-winning and honored novels within the YA genre these stories are 

representative of literature that is valued by, at the very least, the selection committees for 

their prizes, committees that review the novels published each year to assess literary 

merit and innovation. Both Ruby and Green’s novels, while working to break down other 

stereotypes and tropes about identity and expectation, are also promoting 

heteronormative and patriarchal gender ideals within our culture. These ideals need to be 

explored and challenged throughout the genre of YA literature, and more generally in all 

literature, to promote a more accepting and diverse populous. As society becomes more 

welcoming of the diverse nature of humans, the literature being promoted and written 

should reflect this changing social climate. While the beginnings of this change are 

evident there is still much work to be done within this genre.  
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Chapter 1

Gendered language used within a text leads a reader to certain assumptions about 

the characters this language is being used to describe. Culturally determined connotations 

associated with this language can intentionally (or unintentionally) gender a character 

more than what can be read at the surface of the text. As cited in Gina DeBlase’s study, 

“Language and literacy are […] social structures. In response to and shaped by 

experiences with language and literacy, individuals construct identities of gender, race, 

and class” (DeBlase 624). Exploring the ways in which the men of Bone Gap are 

described using different language from the women will be the first step in illuminating 

problematic representations of both men and women. Using these examples, I hope to 

explain how these stereotypes of gendered identity are perpetuated within current Young 

Adult literature. In Bone Gap we are introduced to two main female characters, Roza and 

Priscilla (Petey), and three male characters, along with a smattering of references to some 

of the other less influential characters within the text. The specific descriptions of these 

men as compared to the descriptions of these women reveal to the audience quite a bit 

about the socially accepted criteria used for the valuation of each of these respective 

genders. These descriptions seemingly serve to present long-standing identities in ways 

that aim to combat widely accepted norms within the literary field, and more largely 

Western society.  

Author of Bone Gap, Laura Ruby, does not set out to recapitulate these standards 

of beauty mentioned. In fact, there are moments within the text where she overtly 
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challenges these standards and makes it clear that she is attempting to subvert perceptions 

of masculinity and femininity prevalent in Western culture and society. Moments to be 

discussed later where Roza and Petey defy our expectations of them as women offer a 

glimpse into the challenges that Ruby is making against the patriarchal influence. 

Unfortunately, many of the moments where these characters serve as this challenge to 

expectations of gender are the very same moments where these arguments unravel 

themselves. 

Descriptions of Women 

 Roza is quite possibly the most thoroughly discussed of these main characters 

and, while not all her characteristics are feminized in a traditional sense, many of the 

moments where she is observed conform to these gendered standards of what Carla Rice 

refers to as “the body beautiful” (Rice 65). Rice discusses the power dynamic created by 

this binary presented within these gendered expectations when she writes, “qualities 

categorized as masculine – such as active and strong – not only are opposite to those 

deemed feminine – including soft, yielding and kind – but masculine-labelled traits are 

viewed as superior” (Rice 64). We can see the terminology used to feminize Roza 

initially when Finn searches for Roza by seeking out her “glossy coiling hair, the lively 

bounce of her step, the smile so sunny that it seemed to blaze with a light of its own” 

(Ruby 31). Ruby’s use of simile here is one that was typical of the sonnets that served as 

odes to the women of Edmund Spenser’s time. Her “sunny” smile that emitted its own 

light glorifies Roza as an object to be admired physically while her “glossy curls” ascribe 

her a feminine shine that accompanies her smile. Additional references to Roza take on 

similar forms of gendering language. Roza’s arrival in Bone Gap is one of her most 
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destitute states within the text and yet her hair is described as having “stood out in a halo 

around her head” (Ruby 79). Again this description of her physical form is meant to lead 

the audience to view her in an angelic form: a highly feminized and idealized, yet 

mythical creature. One last example of this gendered language as it pertains to Roza is 

when she is described as being “too delicate” for her “strong scratchy voice” in a way 

that suggests that her “birdlike outside was just a pretty little tale she liked to tell” (Ruby 

155). Again, we are asked to look at Roza as something representative of delicacy even 

though when she speaks she evokes the opposing and masculinized thought of having a 

“strong” voice. Her physical description is meant to be how we process and categorize 

our original perception of her. This categorization is indicative of a Western ideal of 

beauty that casts judgement on a person’s outside first, while their inside works either to 

confirm or refute that original assumption. This contrast between Roza’s look and her 

voice invites the reader to question their initial reading of Roza. Presenting Roza with 

features that challenge our initial judgment of her is how Ruby pushes a feminist agenda 

on her readers. Because Roza is sexualized and objectified, it does not necessarily mean 

that she must also adhere to those imposed qualities. 

 These beauty standards that Ruby presents are intentionally done in a way that 

encourage the audience to view Roza in the same light that men would. With this reading, 

we are meant to participate in the valuation of Roza based on physical appearance first 

and foremost. She is represented as a character in this manner possibly to trick the 

audience into believing that she is simply just an objectified and sexualized body. A 

surface level reading of this text gives us the understanding that Roza is just the victim of 

her beauty, expected to perform certain roles for the men in her life and otherwise 
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retaining no other personal identity or agency. However, a deeper reading reveals that 

these ideals are the exact thing that Ruby is challenging. Susan Bordo describes a similar 

phenomenon. She posits that “for women, associated with the body and largely confined 

to a life centered on the body (both the beautification of one’s own body and the 

reproduction, care, and maintenance of the bodies of others), culture’s grip on the body is 

a constant, intimate fact of everyday life” (Bordo 17). Ruby’s self-proclaimed “feminist 

sensibilities” may be why she chooses to have Roza presented in accordance with such a 

traditionally coveted ideal of beauty (Hunter). By setting Roza up this way, Ruby may 

intend to have her audience assume that Roza conforms to these norms. Ruby can then 

work towards assigning contradictory characteristics to Roza to confuse and/or challenge 

our first impressions of Roza. This challenge then invites the audience to reassess our 

expectation of Roza as a female protagonist. What assumptions do the men in this novel 

make about her that we as audience may also make without being aware of until 

challenged? 

 Priscilla “Petey” Willis is another great example of a highly feminized character, 

based on physical descriptions alone. The description of her hair as “long honey waves 

streaked with ropes of pink,” is a prime example of this feminized language (Ruby 43). 

Additionally, when Petey and Finn are riding Roza’s horse, Ruby chooses to discuss 

Petey’s legs in terms of a precious metal, “smooth bare legs that glowed like gold in the 

moonlight” (Ruby 106). This description of Petey encourages an objectification and 

commodification her body.  Assigning her hair “honey waves” along with the socially 

appropriated color of “pink” feminizes Petey in a way that we don’t get from the 

descriptions of the men in this text. Her legs are “smooth” and “glowed” giving her an 
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angelic presence that places her firmly in the realm of sexual objectification. Even 

Petey’s actions can be read as highly feminized. When she is eating s’mores with Finn 

she takes “delicate nibbles, like a bee supping at a flower” (Ruby 68). This is set up in 

direct contrast with Finn “cram[ming] the rest of the s’more in his mouth,” which only 

furthers to promote the widely accepted gender binary (Ruby 68). Women must be 

depicted as “delicate” and feminine, while men are typically masculine and animalistic. 

This, again, seems like an intentional fallacy on Ruby’s part, but Petey does not challenge 

this fallacy in the same way that Roza does, but only continues with her conformity to 

these gendered norms. 

 The emphasis on femininity continues when we look at Petey’s reception by the 

people of Bone Gap. She is a character that, while admired by Finn for reasons that will 

be discussed later, is otherwise outcast and pitied because she is not considered 

conventionally beautiful. The townsfolk of Bone Gap did not “stop reminding her of her 

face” they wondered how her “bright and sunny” mother could have a “sweet smile and 

brown-sugar freckles” yet give birth to “such an unlovely daughter, more vinegar than 

honey” (Ruby 160). Clearly, Mel Willis, Petey’s mother was considered as being 

traditionally beautiful to the people of Bone Gap, and it is obvious from the treatment that 

Petey receives from her peers (ridicule from the boys and pity from the girls) that she 

does not present as satisfying the standards of beauty that have been set out by the town 

and more widely by Western culture. Her inability to satisfy this standard set out by 

everyone else leads to her inability to accept herself, a reality that is never resolved at the 

closing of the novel. This lack of resolution may be simply reflective of a reality that 

most teenage girls will experience, over the course of time this text occupies it is simply 
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impossible to believe that Petey can overcome years of ridicule and self-loathing, 

however, Ruby does not even attempt to revisit this issue after Petey’s fight with Finn 

and thus the audience is left wondering if Petey gains any sense self-worth that is not 

attached to her acceptance by Finn. 

While the rest of Petey’s body is feminized in its description, her face is depicted 

as a very different thing. One of the Rude boys, to explain how he would never date 

Petey, says to her, “you look like a bug” which repeats the consensus of most of town’s 

population regarding Petey’s face (Ruby 44). On the surface, Petey appears jaded and 

rejected by her town, and Ruby may be asking her audience to have a similar reaction. By 

assigning a “sting” to Petey that is “worse than any bee” and Ruby aligns Petey with the 

literary tradition that promotes her as a character to be distrusted because she does not 

adhere to the  (Ruby 2). Charlotte M. Wright, in her book Plain & Ugly Janes, discusses 

this distrust as stemming from a tradition of American fiction: 

Ugly woman characters in twentieth-century American fiction, like similar 

characters as far back as the middle ages, have been used to illustrate either the 

‘classical, neo-Platonic tradition [which] links the beautiful with good and the 

ugly with evil’ or with the Christian tradition which ‘breaks the connection 

between external ugliness and moral evil by…[fostering] a distrust [of] bodily 

beauty.’ (Wright 25) 

Petey’s perceived ugliness could then be read in this tradition, especially as complicated 

by the description of her personality being harsh, as perpetuating the myth that women 

who do not conform to the ideals of beauty, are indeed representative of evil and/or 

something to be distrusted. 
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 Another highly feminized character is that of Didi, Sean and Finn’s mother. While 

she is not as heavily represented within the text, perhaps due to her physical absence from 

the town, she is still subjected to a similar treatment to that of Roza and Petey. Didi is 

described as being “flighty and flirty” (Ruby 151), “fragile”, “like a shiny balloon” (Ruby 

152), “lovely” (Ruby 205) and lastly “prettier than anyone in Bone Gap” (Ruby 149). 

These descriptions all work to place Didi firmly in the mold ideal womanhood. All of 

these descriptions, however, are generally of her body and feminized mannerisms. 

Something we do not get from these descriptions is that, unlike what would be expected 

of her as woman, she leaves Sean and Finn to fend for themselves in the town of Bone 

Gap. While this may appear to afford Didi with certain agency that permits her to leave 

her children, this agency is upended when we realize that the main reason she has left her 

children is to be with another man. So she, once again, exemplifies the need for women 

to be validated by men. Ruby sets these characters up as complex individuals that defy 

some of the feminine standards of submission; however, their beauty, or lack thereof, still 

serves as a large factor in their perception from the town and from a literary audience. 

Is it that, to challenge these stereotypes of beauty, we must first make them so 

obviously present that they cannot be ignored by the audience, or could avoiding these 

representations serve to promote the types of feminized and gendered ideals that we are 

hoping to achieve? Is Ruby here attempting to use hyperbole in her representations of 

these women to push the audience to believe that these characters are not meant to be 

taken literally, but more allegorically representative of the very trope of woman that she 

hopes to subvert? If this is intentional, this tactic would be supported by the fact that 
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Ruby chose to write this novel in the style of magical realism, a form that allows for 

Ruby to include action and scenes that would otherwise be impossible. 

As the winner of the Michael L Printz Award in 2016, Bone Gap was subjected to 

the many criteria of the selection committee for what they deem “literary excellence.” On 

their website YALSA describes the need for diversity in their selected text by stating, 

“Librarianship focuses on individuals, in all their diversity, and that focus is a 

fundamental value of the Young Adult Library Services Association and its members. 

Diversity is, thus, honored in the Association and in the collections and services that 

libraries provide to young adults.” With depictions of women that conform to those 

traditionally rendered within this and most literary genres, I’m not sure that this novel can 

be considered as properly addressing issues of diversity. The women are not the only 

ones lacking in this diversity. The depictions of men tend to also conform to these same 

stereotypical standards. 

Descriptions of Men 

When we consider these feminized descriptions of the women in the text in 

contrast to the descriptions of the men we can see how our language implicates us is in 

perpetuating these standards of beauty. Roza’s captor, for instance, is introduced as “tall, 

thin” and “gray” (Ruby 217). There is no use of simile or elaboration on the details of this 

character’s physical form, nothing elaborated that might respond to the “halo” of Roza’s 

hair or Petey’s “gold” legs. While this may be dismissed as part of the intentional 

vagueness of his character, similar descriptions can be observed when we examine other 

men in the text. Perhaps the best example of this is when we get some elaboration on 

Finn’s inherited qualities. He and Sean “had inherited their father’s thick black hair and 
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espresso eyes, but Finn also inherited his mother’s delicate features, her dreamy 

distractibility” (Ruby 150). The characteristics that are given to the father are strictly 

physically observational, not necessarily gendered in their delivery. The description of 

his mother’s characteristics, however, are highly gendered. The phrase “delicate features” 

is loaded with the implication that we would already have an idea of the feminine 

characteristics associated with the word “delicate.” Associating these “delicate” features 

with his mother and not doing the same with his father furthers the gendered dichotomy 

of our culture. Women are meant to be delicate and, although Finn is presented as 

possessing these features, which may seemingly defy these standards, he is still not 

subjected to the same ideals of physical beauty that the women of this text are. Sean, 

however, is portrayed as the epitome of a masculinized man. “He is big and strong…He 

saves people” (Ruby 222). Again, Ruby may be working to make the audience hyper-

aware of the very binaries that she is attempting to challenge by ascribing feminine 

characteristics to Finn, but her general conformity to gender norms arguably limits the 

effectiveness of this strategy. Without more challenges to this binary, especially in her 

descriptions of the male characters and characteristics, it is difficult to argue that Ruby’s 

aim is to hyperbolize the genders within this novel as an attempt to challenge these 

gender norms. 

 While it is important to consider how these stereotypes of femininity and beauty 

are perpetuated in all genres of literature, it is especially important to consider why these 

types of values can be more problematic when presented in Young Adult literature. Ruby 

may be working to subvert these gender ideals, but her presentation of the very ideals she 

is attempting to subvert overwhelms any such critique. To repeatedly refer to women and 
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men in the ways they have been referred to for centuries likely only serves to continue the 

vein of the already outdated conversation. Rice explains the impact of such descriptions 

within the subjects of her studies when she writes that “gendered looking relations that 

position female bodies as objects of evaluative looks not only affected how the women 

surveyed their bodies, but by teaching them certain ideals and norms of femininity and 

femaleness, also taught them to police the boundaries of their gendered and sexed 

embodiment” (Rice 7). We may rightfully question how, or even if, these representations 

inspire their intended audience to think critically about gender norms, or if they only 

work to perpetuate and “police” these norms within their audience. The challenges within 

the text are so limited and often overthrown by other action, that critical assessment, if 

intended, is difficult and unclear to interpret. Again, the females are so often at the mercy 

of the men within this text, that to challenge this dynamic would require excessive edits 

in which these women are able to gain power and agency without the assistance of men. 

Men Projecting Expectations onto Women 

It is not enough to look only at the ways in which women and men are described 

within the text. Ruby’s attempt to challenge gender norms is further undermined by the 

male characters that make sweeping generalizations about women. These generalizations 

serve to point to an outdated, but still very real presence in Western ideals. Bob, Roza’s 

classmate, is one of these very characters. He believes that “girls aren’t so good at math” 

(Ruby 119) and they additionally serve no intellectual value as observed by Roza when 

she “realized that Bob wasn’t interested in what she had to say” (Ruby 121). These 

generalizations serve to perpetuate the standard that women only have value based on 

what they offer men physically, and while we are not meant to sympathize with Bob, his 
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presence in the text serves to illuminate an ideal that is still present in the minds of some 

men. Bob was interested in Roza, but he only saw her as a possible sexual partner. Ruby 

villainizes the men who behave in this way leading her audience to condemn their 

behavior, however, the presence of so many men in this novel that behave in this way 

also works to reinforce the idea that there are fewer men willing to challenge these 

standards than conform to them present in the real world. This uneven representation has 

the potential to undermine Ruby’s attempt to villainize these characters resulting in an 

opposite effect on the audience subsequently leading them to believe that there are more 

men ascribing to these ideals than not. While this could be an accurate assessment of the 

presence of such men in the real world, their abundance in this novel works against the 

agency that she attempts to appropriate to Roza and Petey. For example, Roza’s captor 

shares similar interests in Roza to Bob and adds to the generalizations about the 

characters of women. He believes that “beautiful women lie, just because they can. It’s a 

sickness, really” (Ruby 217). Not only does he believe that because of their beauty 

women naturally lie, but that it also indicates that these women are ill, i.e. deficient in 

some manner. In addition to Roza’s captor, we encounter Charlie Valentine. He has a 

reputation for liaisons with mysterious women, but still removes their individuality when 

he says that “women are always mad about something” (Ruby 15). He is cited as 

appreciating both the physical beauty and the personalities of women, but still tends 

towards these generalizations that devalue their character. These generalizations, which 

are preponderant throughout the novel, threaten to overwhelm any ideological challenge 

Ruby might otherwise mount to conventions regarding expectations of beauty and 

femininity. If we are to read men such as Bob, Charlie, and Roza’s captor as undesirable 
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representations of men, then we may consider why there isn’t a heavier representation of 

desirable characteristics in men. The argument can be made that Finn and Sean serve as 

the heroes of masculinity in contrast to these men, however, even their treatment of 

women presents as problematic, especially when discussing Petey. 

 As a young adult girl reading this text, one might be encouraged to assume that 

these generalizations are beliefs of all men, a sort of reverse generalization of sorts. If so, 

this can problematize a growing woman’s perception of herself as well as the opposite 

gender. Continuing this narrative, in essence, only serves to increase its power and 

durability. While none of these men serve as the main protagonist, these issues are not 

addressed in a way that promotes healthy patterns of thought when it comes to 

relationships between these genders. If we are to read these texts as in some way 

moralistically motivated in their depictions, then we would need some suggestion as to 

how the desired outcome of behavior would present. Susan Bordo discusses this gender 

dynamic by explaining that, “women and girls frequently internalize this ideology, 

holding themselves to blame for unwanted advances and sexual assaults” and she further 

argues that “continuing historical power and pervasiveness of certain culture images and 

ideology to which not just men but also women […] are vulnerable” leads to such 

internalizations (Bordo 8). Ruby’s portrayal of Petey and Roza in these ways and their 

treatment by a majority of the men they encounter throughout the text primarily serves to 

perpetuate this dynamic. 

Woman as Victim 

 Not only are women described as being ‘bad at math’, ‘liars’, and ‘always mad’, 

but this text also portrays them as somewhat helpless victims as well. It must be conceded 
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that this is not always the case, which will be addressed in more detail later, but for the 

purposes of these relationships this concern is pertinent. Both Sean and Finn at their first 

introduction to Roza assume that she has been the victim of abuse at the hands of a man. 

Sean had encountered other battered women and, to him, Roza “had the same sorts of 

bruises as those other women, the sprained wrist, cracked ribs and broken toes, the 

wariness of a wounded bird” (Ruby 152). Again she is compared to a bird here, although 

this time she is “wounded”. More important is his instant assumption that this violence 

had to have happened at the hands of a man, even though Roza has given no indication as 

to where the injuries had come from. Can it not be said that another woman, or perhaps 

an accident, could be just as capable of inflicting such injuries? Finn, who has less 

experience with battered women has a similarly problematic and gendered reaction, 

“wondered if someone had beaten her up. A husband or a boyfriend or a random perv” 

(Ruby 81). Again, Finn’s assumption that this was probably done by a man, although 

‘perv’ is not necessarily definitively masculine by nature, raises the question as to why it 

is assumed that women can only be the victims of injuries from men? To further this 

discussion of woman as victim, Sean is “worried about Finn” and how he might “fall for 

a wounded bird, an absurdly beautiful wounded bird” and while this may seem as if Finn 

is the implied victim here, he is indeed still the one in power (Ruby 135). This concern of 

Sean’s brings to light two issues; first, that Finn will fall for Roza simply because she is 

“absurdly beautiful”; and second, that Finn might be susceptible to falling for Roza 

strictly because of her victim status. She is depicted as a “wounded bird” which implies 

that Finn might fall for her because, as a man, it is his responsibility to rescue this damsel 
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in distress. Once again the man enjoys a kind of dominance over, or responsibility to, the 

woman, thus perpetuating patriarchal ideals of weakness and vulnerability in women.  

 Simone de Beauvoir discusses this power dynamic and its influence on the 

adolescent girl’s identity and sense of personal power in the following terms:  

It has been often asserted that if she resigns herself to such submission, it means 

that she is inferior to boys materially and morally and is incapable of rivalry with 

them: abandoning a hopeless contest, she leaves to a member of the superior caste 

the task of assuring her happiness. But the fact is that her resignation comes not 

from any predetermined inferiority: on the contrary, it is that which gives rise to 

all her insufficiencies; that resignation has its source in the adolescent girl’s past, 

in the society around her, and particularly in the future assigned to her.” (329) 

The inferiority felt here is one that is imposed upon the adolescent from childhood and 

through her society. Texts such as Ruby’s inform and potentially contribute to the 

problematic portrayals of self, even when working to promote acceptance. 

Men Objectifying Women 

One of the largest issues in this text regarding the treatment of women is their 

objectification at the hands of men. Petey is a prime example of a young woman who is 

treated as an easy sexual conquest and reacts to this assessment by being cold and closed 

off, because of her appearance. The general perception of the people of Bone Gap is that 

Petey is “smokin’, as long as you didn’t look at her face” (Ruby 65). Finn is an attempted 

apparent exception to this rule, but more on that exception later. In Bone Gap, Petey is 

believed to be sexually easy because of her lack of a traditionally beautiful face. Sean 

claims that Finn is “using her. She’s desperate, she’s angry, she’s homely” (Ruby 273). 
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Sean is unable to see that Finn cares about Petey for more than her body, because he has 

been conditioned by a society that assumes she will do anything to receive positive 

attention and validation from men. Sean assumes that Petey is “the sad girl who’d go 

down on any guy who would tell her she wasn’t ugly” (Ruby 158). Even Sean, one of the 

characters that serves to defy some of these stereotypes about the treatment of women by 

men, believes the rumors about Petey. This objectification is problematic for several 

reasons; her sexual promiscuity is a myth perpetuated by the boys from her high school, 

she is given no authority on this reputation, and no one asks for her side of the story.  

The other issue here is that Sean does not trust his own brother to treat women in 

a fair way, which is arguably more indicative of an accepted sexual culture. If we are to 

assume that Sean believes this is untrue of himself, why does he automatically assume 

that Finn would objectify and treat Petey in this unfavorable manner? It is made clear to 

us later in the novel, when Sean explains to Petey that his shiner is from Finn standing up 

for her against Sean’s claims about her, that Sean himself is guilty of this very action. In 

this way Sean functions as a complex character within the text that offers a challenge to 

the notion of a “good guy”. He is not, as the people of Bone Gap suggest, infallible. As a 

culture, we make similar assumptions that Sean does about the behavior of men and 

women in relation to each other. Sean is incapable of seeing any other reason for Finn’s 

attraction to Petey, much like in our culture where we place such a high value on physical 

beauty that it leads to a devaluation of character beyond or within the physical form. The 

repetition of this expected behavior and treatment of women throughout this text 

undermines Roby’s attempts to defy these very stereotypes. If we attempt to read this as a 

condemnation of the patriarchy, we must ask where the counter to this condemnation 
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comes into the novel. I am not suggesting that for something to be a critique that the 

desired opposite must also be present, but Ruby’s focus on these undesirable male 

characters and their treatment of the women doesn’t allow for much of an alternative to 

be read into the text, is the desired outcome or performance of men to be implied as the 

opposite of what is represented? 

 To say that Finn is not interested in Petey physically would be a misnomer. Finn 

is as guilty of objectifying Petey for her body as the other people in Bone Gap. He 

describes her shorts as “the kind of cutoffs that melted his brain,” thinking about how 

“he’d heard about the things that Petey did. And maybe, if he was honest with himself, it 

was one of the reasons he was here” (Ruby 104). While he writes this off by saying “it 

wasn’t the most important” reason, it doesn’t lessen his objectification of her in any way 

(Ruby 104). When he pays her his first compliment it comes in the form of appreciating 

her body, “you should wear those shorts more often” (Ruby 168). This is not to say that it 

is unacceptable for men to feel interested in the bodies of women, but Finn treating Petey 

in a similar manner to the other people in Bone Gap only promotes a troubling viewpoint 

that places such high value on body image to neglect all other aspects of human existence 

and individuality. If we reinforce this ideal of woman as object to young adults, we once 

again act as agents in continuing a superficiality throughout our society and value 

systems, a value system that creates more and more insecure young women such as 

Petey. I am not suggesting that a critical audience would take these depictions at face-

value, but more that in a genre that has already told the story of the attractive female 

being treated as object over and over, that more room needs to be made for young women 

to feel as if they serve a value other than one that is attached to their physical bodies. 
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While these readers are not as impressionable as younger children, they are still 

susceptible to the conditioning that occurs as a result of the repeated depiction of these 

ideals throughout their cultural experience.  

 Petey places such high value on how she is received by men that it causes her to 

isolate herself from almost everyone. This isolation is something that Charlotte Wright 

argues is “one characteristic that all ugly women characters share” an isolation “from 

both the society of women and the society of men” (Wright 32). This isolation is 

evidenced in Petey’s perceived lack of friends, boy or girl. After she allows herself to 

open up to Finn, she is still plagued by her low self-esteem that has been indoctrinated 

into her by her culture and the people in her town. When she discovers that Finn thinks 

she is beautiful as a result of his face-blindness (a condition where a person has a difficult 

time memorizing and recognizing facial features) she is reminded how much her features 

stray from the widely accepted standards of beauty. She reacts by saying, “But I’m 

hideous. Everyone thinks so” (Ruby 253). She has essentially been conditioned hate her 

own face, so much so that when Finn comes to appreciate it, she cannot believe that it is 

even possible. While this is a profound moment in the text in recognizing that beauty may 

indeed be in the eye of the beholder, there are still many problems that exist with this 

revelation that will be discussed shortly. Petey’s self-acceptance and confidence, much 

like that of the intended audience of this novel, are heavily dependent upon the 

acceptance of her peers, especially men, and to present Petey in this manner only serves 

to promote this problematic relationship between boys and girls at this age. 

 Petey is not the only woman who is impacted by these outdated standards of 

beauty. Roza, who is widely accepted as a beautiful woman by almost everyone in the 
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text, is also the victim of this beauty. This impact is seen in several of her interactions 

with men, but made most evident in her encounters with her captor. His repeated 

reference to her as “beautiful” is how he justifies his desire for her. “You are the most 

beautiful” he says on various occasions in response to her questioning (Ruby 88). Their 

entire relationship is based on his admiration of her beauty, and his desire to possess her 

physically. To him, she is “the loveliest creature” (Ruby 180). His use here of the word 

‘creature’ elicits a similar animalistic desire for her as mentioned in the previous 

discussion of feminine and masculine associations. For her captor, Roza exemplifies 

beauty, and although he claims that he will not be with her until she wants him, his logic 

behind their relationships is flawed and heavily informed by a type of rape culture that is 

prominent in Western civilization, a culture that only takes into consideration the desires 

of the man in the relationship. This culture is being heavily challenged within recent 

years, but this text shows that this ideal of a woman being possessed, manipulated, and 

controlled by the men in their lives is still very much perpetuated within our literature. 

The idea that her captor wants her and plans on holding her captive until she somehow 

comes to want him back depicts an ideal that the man’s desire is the only consideration to 

be made in the relationship. The value placed on Roza’s physical appearance is made 

supremely clear when he loses his desire for her after she voluntarily mars her own face. 

He reacts to this action by informing her “you have ruined yourself. No one will want 

you now” as if her face was the only reason anyone would want her in the first place 

(Ruby 319). Again, this dynamic may serve as a cautionary tale to its readers, however, 

the extreme to which Roza’s beauty is the focus of this exchange may also garner 

opposite reactions or responses from this novel’s intended audience. 
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Women Objectifying Women 

  Another issue with self-perception in women is the way in which women treat and 

judge other women within this text. After a discussion of women and how men perceive 

them, it is necessary to explore the ways in which women reinforce these ideologies 

amongst their peers. Roza’s interactions with her classmates while at school in America 

are an example of such interactions. When Roza offers food to Karolina the two are 

ridiculed by the other girls in her class “Omigod, you’re eating carbs?” (Ruby 115). The 

“brutally skinny girl,” also known as Roza’s soon-to-be roommate Honorata, who uttered 

the condemning words follows up with “What? Carbs will make you fat” alluding the 

assumed value of a skinny body (Ruby 116). Something interesting to note about this 

exchange is that Roza, the most highly praised lead character of this book, refuses to be 

thwarted by this girls efforts to shame her for eating carbs. However, almost equally 

problematic is her reaction of thinking of “being fat as better than looking like an angry 

chicken carcass boiled for angry soup” (Ruby 116). This exchange displays a culture of 

body shaming amongst and within women towards other women. The idea that it was not 

enough to dismiss the girl for fat-shaming Karolina, but that Ruby also chose to give 

Roza the unfavorable and uncharacteristic response of equally skinny-shaming Honorata, 

promotes an ideal that while beauty may be subjective for both of them, they still cast 

judgement on the individuals that do not conform to their personal standard or brand of 

beauty. This focus on physical appearance is only furthered through Honorata’s advice to 

Roza to “start wearing make-up”, “buy a decent pair of jeans” and “get rid of the ratty 

sweatshirt” if she wants to get a boyfriend (Ruby 116). While Roza is not concerned with 

finding a boyfriend, this moment sums up the ideology that Honorata has been raised 
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under that assigns value based on appearance, an ideology that is reinforced in our 

culture. She believes, like Bob and Roza’s captor believe, that a woman’s only job is to 

maintain a physical appearance in order to secure a man who will take care of her. This 

stereotypical depiction is discussed by Younger when she writes, “Traditional romance 

narratives portray young women whose primary aspiration is to find the perfect man to 

marry […] No matter how strong and feisty she is, her ultimate social value is determined 

by her husband” (Younger 76). It is difficult to ascertain how depicting women’s 

treatment of women in this way is necessary in an attempt to subvert these gender and 

body norms and I argue that this once again serves to reinforce these stereotypes.  

Women as Prey 

 In assessing the myth of woman as serving as the prey of man, we run into issues 

within this text involving the dominating patriarchal influence. To begin with, many of 

the men in this text serve in a predatory fashion. They prey on the flesh of the women in 

the text, seeking only to possess them physically. This predation is evidenced with 

Roza’s captor in their many exchanges. He threatens Roza with the promise that he, “will 

always find (her)” (Ruby 259). This predation goes a step further when he lays hands on 

her, “her throat constricted as those fingers, cold, so cold, traced the length or her jaw, the 

curve of her ear, the hollows of her neck, where a pulse fluttered like a dying moth” 

(Ruby 95). The language here reinforces the predatory nature of their relationship; her 

heart beat was like a “dying moth” and her “constricted” throat are evidence of her status 

as victim and prey to him. Ruby drives this allegory home a bit further when describing 

Roza moving away from the painting of herself on the wall “like an animal sidesteps a 

snake” (Ruby 25). This language serves to set her captor up as predator and Roza as prey, 
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much like is regularly depicted in Western culture. These exchanges serve to villainize 

the men who behave in this predatory way within the text, but her captor is also so highly 

dramatized that the effectiveness of the believability of this character works to break this 

argument down, thus rendering it ineffective. If we are to read Roza’s captor as someone 

who we are meant to condemn, he must also be a believable character. Presenting him as 

being able to transform the world in which she lives and track her movements works to 

undermine our condemnation of his villain qualities. If we are not meant to read him as a 

real man, then how are we to apply those characteristics critically to the real patriarchy? 

There is no definitive answer as to how we are to read Roza’s captor, but to simply look 

at him as the “bad guy”, and not representative of something larger than himself would 

limit the possibilities that Ruby affords through her use of the magical realism form.  

 Not only does this relationship exist between Roza and her captor, but we are led 

to feel as if this has been her experience with most of the men in her life. Bob “caught her 

in the dorm hallway, backed her against the wall” (Ruby 122). She also reflects on the 

smile of her captor by relating him to other known men of power, his smile “that bland, 

pleseant smile – the smile of an uncle, a teacher, a clerk, all those men with all those 

teeth” (Ruby 24). Again the focus on the mouth, and especially on the teeth of these men 

is meant to depict man as an animalistic predator. Ruby, instead of pursuing this in just 

one man within the novel, choses to create a list of men for which this is true, making 

Sean and Finn the only exceptions to the rule. All of these men wanted to “use her, own 

her, burn her up – and they were everywhere, and escape was impossible, no matter how 

hard she ran” (Ruby 260). The inclusion of such an ideology furthers a problematic 

relationship between men and women that suggests to the audience that it is normal and 



	 39 

expected for men to behave in such a predatory way towards women they wish to 

possess. We are meant to be critical of these characters, however, we are not given 

enough opposing information to work with to make that critical assessment effective.  

 This predation is sometimes depicted in forms of dominance where men have the 

power simply because of their position within a work or school environment. The man at 

airport customs holding Roza back from the group is one such example: 

She wanted to peel back the man’s fingers till he yelled. She wanted to punch 

him. She wanted to cry. But this was a grown man and some sort of official, and 

she didn’t dare say a word. Instead, she waited with her burning cheeks and her 

own dumb smile until he slid her papers back to her, rough fingertips briefly 

brushing her wrist (Ruby 114).  

Ruby outlines the power dynamics perfectly here. This predatory man at airport customs 

controls whether or not Roza enters the country and thus he feels he has the right to 

additionally exert physical power over her as well. Despite her desires to fight off his 

touch, her future is at his mercy and thus, as the woman in this situation, the gendered 

norms she adheres to force her to swallow her pride and accept the unwanted and 

unsolicited treatment.  

Men Validating Women 

 Even more problematic than the victimization of these women is the idea that they 

need the men in their lives to validate their existence. Not only are women subjected to 

the unwanted touches and gazes of hungry, predatory men, but they are also conditioned 

to seek their attention in order to feel as if they have worth. The character who most 

embodies this idea of the need for validation from men is Petey. She laments over Finn’s 
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late arrival to her house, “hoping so hard that there was one boy out there who wanted 

you as much as you wanted him, because you wouldn’t know what to do with yourself if 

this were not true” (Ruby 162-3). Her validity as an individual is so dependent on him 

that she goes so far as to say that if he wanted to break up with her she would “give 

herself over to her bees once and for all” (Ruby 170). While these thoughts might seem 

perfectly appropriate for the dramatic nature of teen romance, they also serve to 

perpetuate stereotypes. For Petey, life without the approval of Finn, or another boy, 

wouldn’t be worth living at all. It is as if she has been waiting her whole life to be saved 

by the man who is capable of loving her because without him, she is incapable of loving 

herself. The text in this respect doesn’t do anything to redeem Petey’s independence or 

sense of self-worth, and while her and Finn end up together, she is never depicted as 

coming to terms with her lack of confidence or self-worth in a way that is separated from 

Finn. Her value is, once again, dependent on his desire for her. 

 This thought of man as hero and validator comes up for Roza as well. As the “girl 

trapped like a mannequin behind the glass” (Ruby 28) she laments over Sean’s absence 

and how she has not been rescued: “she wanted Sean to come and save her. Sean hadn’t 

come. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe it was too much to ask of another person – I’m too 

tired to save myself, you do it!” (259) This need for saving is later projected onto Finn as 

well. Upon discovering Roza, it is stated that she “would have dropped headfirst into the 

clouds had Finn not caught her” (Ruby 316). Finn saves Roza from falling, and while the 

text here says that she would have fallen into clouds, the image painted within the text 

outlines the clouds as existing between Roza and the ground on which Finn was standing. 

Finn is the one who is ultimately the man who comes along to save Roza, as the text 
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leads us to believe all along. This is problematic in the way that Roza has been thwarted 

by multiple escape attempts. She jumps out of a broken glass window, and attempts to 

stab her captor, but to no avail. It takes the assistance of man to rescue her from her peril. 

 All of this is not to say that there are not moments in this text that empower 

women. Quite frankly, there are many moments where Petey, Roza, and the other women 

are given real agency and exert power over the men in their lives. Much of this agency 

however, comes as a result of the objectification of these women. The impact that the 

physical presentation of these women has on the men is what allows them to exert power 

over them. Sexual desirability, active or passive, is the tool garnered in obtaining this 

agency. Petey is described as “jumbling (Finn’s) thoughts, confusing him” when they are 

riding the horse through one of the gaps of Bone Gap. They are not exerting power 

intrinsically, rather they can simply capitalize on the excess of desire men might feel for 

them. Bordo attends to such an idea when she says, “On the one hand, I think it is 

extremely important that we understand how beauty and sexuality can function as a 

medium of power and control for the otherwise powerless,” however, she goes on to 

discuss how this discussion can lead to confusion about the role women have in these 

power dynamics especially for a teenage audience (Bordo 29). “On the other hand, I 

know that as soon as we begin to discuss the dance in such terms, many students will 

immediately see this as corroborating that the woman was indeed a sexual temptress who 

led these men to rape” (Bordo 29). In some ways women may enjoy a kind of power 

related to beauty, but such power is ultimately disempowering when they are in turn 

blamed for their very own victimization because of it.  
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Conclusion 

 To be fair, Ruby does seek to challenge traditional expectations and norms. There 

are moments where Roza objects to the advances of men, and even objectifies one. Roza  

“didn’t want gifts from men, no matter how harmless the men seemed” (Ruby 178). She 

recognizes that with the men in her life, the gifts that she receives often come with an 

expectation and thus she rejects these gifts regardless of whether or not reciprocation is 

apparently expected or not. Roza also subverts the standard when she begins to objectify 

Sean she observes “the curls on the nape of his neck. The furrow between his brows. The 

veins in his forearms. And the more she looked, the more she wanted to see” (Ruby 257). 

While this may appear problematic in a way that only serves to reverse the roles of who 

objectifies who by still focusing on the physical forms of beauty, the depictions here are 

not of the same predatory nature as the ways in which Roza is preyed upon throughout 

the text. The language here indicates that she desires Sean, but there is nothing 

animalistic in the descriptions of his body or her attraction to him. Roza additionally 

demonstrates a subversive quality when she refuses to allow Finn to help Sean carry a 

dresser to the car, “Roza was faster and more insistent. She and Sean lugged it all the way 

to the parking lot. Sean asked if she was a Olympic weight lifter” (Ruby 216). Ruby gets 

it right here in giving Roza some independence and power, but such moments are hard 

pressed to challenge the significant re-inscription of gender norms perpetuated 

throughout the majority of the text. 

 Petey also has moments of subverting patriarchal influences, suggesting that these 

women are aware of the problematic relationships that they have with the men in their 

lives. Petey has a book that was given to her as a child that contained a story about men 
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going to the store to pick out a wife. Recognizing the issue with the choice being granted 

only to the men, “Petey read this book over and over. Not because she liked it, but 

because she kept waiting for the story to change, kept waiting for the day she’d turn the 

page and a woman would get to go to the husband store” (Ruby 207). Petey envisions a 

world where the roles are reversed and the women get to be the ones who dictate the 

relationships with men. This is a moment of great influence on the character of Petey, 

however, this moment is followed by immediate resignation when she states “but, of 

course, the story never changed. She never got justice” (Ruby 207). There is a moment of 

hope raised here, but the door to that idea of a different power dynamic is immediately 

closed as it is seen as impossible and improbable to Petey. 

 While this novel has been touted for its ability to look past ones preconceived 

notions of a person, it is still fraught with representations that perpetuate the problematic 

ideals of a patriarchal objectification and domination of women.  In her New York Times 

review of Bone Gap, fiction author Maile Meloy describes the novel as “a novel about 

actual changes in worldview” that “answer[s] crucial questions about empathy and 

difference, and the ways we see the people we love.” This description implies that the 

audience is meant to walk away from this text with a changed “worldview.” The focus on  

“empathy and difference” addresses the differences in perceived beauty and desirability.   

However, I argue that Ruby’s text does not successfully relay these values and changes, 

but perpetuates them. In an interview for the National Book Foundation, Ruby had this to 

say about the ways her characters are intended to work in her novel, “all my main 

characters come to subvert the expectations forced upon them by a sexist culture.”  This 

reveals a motivation in the depictions of these main characters, that I believe does not 
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work in the way it is intended to.  While the perception of these main characters is meant 

to change as we progress through the novel, the focus on their stereotypical 

representation works to undermine this changed perception. 
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Chapter 2 

 John Green’s An Abundance of Katherines works in ways that generally depart 

from the characterizations of men and women presented in Bone Gap. These descriptions 

are less overtly-gendered than those in Ruby’s work, and thus present a more challenging 

read in terms of the binary that I argue is still present in these modern texts. While the 

relationships between the men and women in Green’s novel are presented more equally 

than those in Bone Gap, the men are still the ones setting the standards of beauty and 

valuation of women within this text. Green’s depictions and characterizations, however, 

tend to promote a more equitable conception of the heteronormative relationships in this 

text while also still perpetuating some problematic ideals in terms of body image and 

associated stereotypes. This novel was awarded the Michael L Printz Honor Award, 

which is subject to the same criteria as Ruby’s text, and while it did not receive the same 

high honor, it still arguably works to represent a higher variety of diversity in characters 

than Bone Gap. 

 This novel begins with our introduction to Colin Singleton, a highly self-involved 

and motivated former child prodigy. Colin has recently been dumped by a girl who he 

refers to as Katherine XIX. This is the nineteenth (technically eighteenth because he has 

dated her before) girl named Katherine who has dumped Colin. One of the first problems 

that Green presents in terms of gender dynamics within this text comes in the form of the 

relationship between Colin and his most recent ex, Katherine XIX. She is depicted within 
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this novel to exist only to validate Colin. He is obsessed with whether she loves him or 

not. While this sentiment is reminiscent of Roza’s captor in Bone Gap, the focus is not on 

Katherine XIX’s beauty, but more on her relationship to Colin and how she makes him 

feel about himself. This is a very male focused text in that respect, and somewhat rightly 

so because our protagonist is in fact Colin. While this may simply tell us more about 

Colin’s character, it can also be revealing of a patriarchal influence that promotes this 

behavior in Colin and the acceptance of such behavior by society. 

This problematic relationship between Katherine XIX and Colin can be seen 

clearly throughout many of the moments within the text. One of the first of such moments 

is when Colin laments, “All I ever wanted was for her to love me and to do something 

meaningful with my life” (Green 9). We can see clearly here that Colin has two main 

motivations in life, being loved and doing something that has meaning. However, the 

latter motivation is heavily dependent the former, as evidenced when Colin connects the 

two problems together stating, “The Problem itself was that He didn’t matter […] didn’t 

matter to Katherine XIX, and he didn’t matter to the world” (Green 10). His dumping at 

the hands of Katherine XIX leads to his general despondency about his significance 

within the world since he has additionally lost his status as child prodigy. This is 

problematic because Katherine XIX, while given agency in the continuation, or lack 

thereof, of their relationship, really only serves to either validate or invalidate Colin as a 

person capable of meaning. Even Katherine XIX notices her lack of individual agency 

when she comments to Colin, “You don’t need a girlfriend, Colin. You need a robot who 

says nothing but ‘I love you’” (Green 40). While exercising power by refusing Colin in 

this moment, Katherine XIX (and most of the other Katherines) nevertheless only serves 



	 47 

to bolster Colin’s sense of self and little else. She recognizes that her only value to Colin 

is in her ability to serve him in his search for relevancy. None of the Katherine’s are ever 

really discussed in terms of what they want, or how Colin serves to inform their lives or 

individual existences. They are, in a word, interchangeable, and never individually 

significant. 

 The collective eighteen Katherine’s, however, unlike most of the women in 

Ruby’s novel, are varied in size, shape, and levels of perceived beauty. And while this is, 

in my book, a win for those concerned with expanding the acceptable range of body 

image, we only meet them all very briefly at the end of the text, which is problematic in 

its brevity. This physical variety is, however, one way in which Green’s text is possibly 

working to subvert the stereotypes present in dating culture. Colin is less interested in the 

physical connection with these girls initially until he learns that they are all named 

Katherine. This obsession works to teach the audience that sometimes dating might not 

be solely about physical attraction, but can be focused around other perhaps equally 

problematic factors as well. The trope of physical objectification, is continued, however, 

through the exchanges of other characters within the text. Hassan and Katrina, TOC (The 

Other Colin) and Lindsey; both of these relationships work to display and therefore 

reinforce highly problematic ideals of heteronormative gender binaries. 

 Hassan, for example, is highly problematic for various reasons that are only 

further complicated by his brief tryst with Katrina. Hassan is introduced as a “rather fat, 

hirsute guy of Lebanese descent” (Green 8). While both his weight and his ethnicity serve 

as comedic topics throughout the text, the fact that they are used in this way depicts a fat-

shaming tradition with our culture of Othering him. There is a longstanding tradition 
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within literature and pop-culture that places characters such as Hassan in supporting 

roles. Rice references tradition when she writes: 

Despite growing calls for body diversity, there are still few positive portrayals of 

people perceived as fat. Most media depictions characterize fat people as 

unattractive, unhealthy, and out of control. Alongside this, many scientists and 

health officials have sounded the alarm about obesity as a disease epidemic. Amid 

escalating anti-fat attitudes, weight has emerged as a major marker of social status 

in Western countries. (Rice 123) 

These depictions are reinforced in many ways through Hassan. He is self-proclaimed as 

lazy and has little desire to work or go to college. While these conditions change through 

the course of the novel, they still serve to perpetuate the myth surrounding beauty and 

body standards within our Western culture. While Colin serves, possibly to a lesser 

extent, as Other by being Jewish and a child prodigy, he is still representative of a white 

cisgender male protagonist within this text. Hassan on the other hand, has both body and 

identity issues that both work to primarily inform our perception of Colin.  

 Hassan’s gender and race work together to reveal what the standard expectation of 

what a Muslim man is expected to be in our culture. Hassan, by choosing not to go to 

college offers a different reading of him as a Muslim. Historically, his character would 

present in a fashion that would depict him as a threat to white American men attempted to 

perform the Americanized version of maleness, get a job, start a family, etc. A post-9/11 

perception of Hassan would push readers to see him as a threat, always on the verge of 

being radicalized and potentially involved in terrorist organizations. Hassan must learn to 

function within or work against this prescriptive cultural perception. The men of this 
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religion have also traditionally been viewed as exerting excessive power over women. 

Hassan also works against this perception by choosing not to participate in dating, 

Katrina being the one exception to this rile. Ultimately, Hassan’s characterizations are 

meant to directly contrast those of Colin, but do not provide much room for the 

discussion of Hassan’s challenges of race and gender performance. Hassan challenges 

Colin for being self-centered; “Have you ever sat with me for hours and listened to me 

whine about being a fat fugger whose best friend ditches him every time a Katherine 

comes along?” (Green 131). Hassan, as Green makes evident through this exchange, only 

serves to support Colin in his life and in this text. While Green is working to include 

marginalized characters in his text, which might confront some generic traditions, it still 

leaves significant room to challenge such stereotypical conceptualizations and 

representations. 

 Hassan is further marginalized through his relationship with Katrina, who also 

warrants extensive discussion in terms of promoting gendered stereotypes. Katrina is 

highly sexualized and feminized in this novel. She is also one of the characters with the 

fewest lines of dialect. This serves to reinforce a reading of her as the stereotypical 

vacuous but pretty, popular girl. She is introduced as “tall and thoroughly 

Abercrombified” with “gigantic gazoombas […] incredibly hot – in that popular-girl-

with-bleached-teeth-and-anorexia kind of way” (Green 52). Through this introduction the 

audience is clearly meant to read Katrina as a figure that is found to be a sexually 

desirable object but little else. When Hassan informs Colin of his encounter with Katrina, 

Colin’s response of “I just can’t believe you made out with Katrina. Is she just not as 

dumb and ditzy as she seemed that day?” confirms this reading (Green 129). Through 
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Colin, Green invites us to make the same assumptions about Katrina that have been made 

for decades, if not longer, about women who present themselves similarly in a physical 

sense. However, given that Colin functions outside of the ideal of masculinity and is 

more concerned with the names of girls, we can also see Colin’s perception of Katrina as 

another challenge to this stereotype of beauty. Colin’s desire to read Katrina as only an 

object for other men to desire reinforces the trope of beauty, but his choice not to adhere 

to the admiration of her beauty is ultimately providing the audience a chance to question 

and/or challenge the foundation of this ideal. The suggestion that Katrina can either be 

pretty or smart, but not both, implies that Green is inviting the audience to question this 

tradition. 

Lindsey, who depicted as Katrina’s friend, also seems to hold a similar opinion 

regarding Katrina’s value. She expresses disbelief regarding the relationship between 

Katrina and Hassan when saying, “She seems to really like him […] I’m just surprised. 

She usually goes for, um, the dumb, hot ones” (Green 137). Lindsey’s surprise at the 

hottest girl in Gutshot deciding to go out with Hassan, and overweight intelligent Arab, 

reinforces the idea that this is not normal, and possibly not acceptable. Her only 

explanation is that Katrina “was too easy. I know she’s my friend and possibly Hassan’s 

girlfriend and whatever, but Katrina’s easier than a four-piece jigsaw puzzle” (Green 

144). Lindsey, who will be discussed more shortly, in this regard only works to promote 

some of the very problematic ideals that Green seems to be attempting to break down in 

this text. This reading mirrors the exchanges between Roza and Honorata in Ruby’s text, 

outlining a larger issue present in the relationships between the women in these texts and 

in society. 
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 Considering the relationship between Hassan and Katrina, the main issue is not 

necessarily solely resting in the perceived beauty difference between these two. The 

larger issue, in my opinion, is in the gender roles to which these characteristics were 

assigned in relation to their bodily descriptions. Traditionally YA literary culture shows 

that it has been more acceptable for stereotypically beautiful women to be attracted to, or 

as Hassan says, “chubby chase,” traditionally unattractive men rather than have an 

attractive man seek a fat woman (Green 129). In attempting to challenge perceived norms 

of sexuality and attractiveness, Green, by depicting Hassan as a fat foreign man and 

Katrina as a skinny attractive woman in this manner, only serves to perpetuate these 

norms. Reversing their characteristics would be a greater challenge to traditional 

depictions of body image relating to sexuality. Younger has this to say about similar 

depictions regarding weight and sexuality in women: 

The novels reflect the cultural ideal that portraying sexuality is acceptable only 

when the character fits the stereotype of a sexually desirable woman. ‘Weightism’ 

might be an appropriate term for this form of discrimination. Weight appears to 

function in the same way that white often serves as a ‘default’ for race. (5) 

While there is much criticism that might argue against Younger here stating that white is 

often not the default race (for example there have been convincing studies that read 

Hermione Granger, from the Harry Potter series as possibly being of color), Younger’s 

argument stands that there is a certain expectation implied in texts regarding weight. 

Green’s decision to have Katrina cheat on Hassan by sleeping with the also highly 

sexualized and objectified TOC, only further perpetuates the stereotypes surrounding her 
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body image, suggesting that these characters are not able to function outside of these 

societal norms for any extended period of time.  

 Arguably, the only ideally represented marginal character in this text is Hollis, 

Lindsey Lee Well’s mother. She is introduced as “a large woman wearing a pink floral 

dress” (Green 53). Hollis is a confident business woman and mother who never really 

conforms to the ideal of a stereotypical woman, aside from her obsession with everything 

pink. She serves as a strong, independent woman, so much so that Lindsey’s father is 

only mentioned once in the text. The fact that her single or dating life is not mentioned or 

harped on empowers Hollis as an individual and as a woman. She does not need a man in 

her life to validate her existence and this lack of representation speaks volumes about the 

character that she is meant to represent.  

There is, however, at least one problem with Hollis’ depiction and that comes in 

the form of a lack of sexualization or perceived desirability. Hollis is depicted primarily 

as a business owner and mother, but not as an object of romantic desire. While not 

overtly asserted, we are nevertheless left to wonder if Hollis would traditionally have to 

be stripped of her fat identity in order to be seen as desirable. This identity affords her 

independence and agency while at the same time stripping her of her role as woman as 

well. Rice discusses this issue when she states, “In Western cultures, people value 

thinness as vital to the body beautiful. The thin female body is associated with sexiness, 

self-discipline, and success. Fat […] is seen as unattractive, unhealthy, and lacking in 

body- and self-control” (Rice 241). Green is already working to defy this standard by 

presenting Hollis as a large woman who is also capable of success; however, she is still 
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not capable of wholly representing a challenge to the gendered ideals of our Western 

society that value physical beauty and fitness first and foremost. 

 Hollis is not the only character who attempts to work against reinforcing gender 

stereotypes. Lindsey Lee Wells is one of the characters that is also generally represented 

as a strong representative of a progressive female. She serves as a complex and gender 

norm challenging character. Lindsey, unlike Katrina, is not highly sexualized, except by 

TOC. When we meet her, the descriptions are similar to those of the men in Ruby’s text, 

simply categorizing and not overtly gendered. Lindsey is “a girl with a long, straight 

nose” with “puffy cheeks” and a “broad and guileful smile” (Green 30-31). Green’s 

choice not to give us more of a traditionally feminized description, can be perceived as a 

challenge to traditional depictions of women, one that accomplishes this goal 

successfully. Green’s description is matter of fact, not subjective, connotative or 

elaborate in any way. In her New York Times book review of this novel, author Regina 

Marler explores Green’s depictions of characters. She writes of the progressive quality in 

his writing that “Green's characters are quirky without having to gnaw soap or assemble a 

boyfriend from body parts.” This suggests that Green is somehow able to depart from the 

ways in which characters have typically been made quirky or as the latter description 

suggests, objectified.   

 Lindsey, despite Colin’s initial negative judgment of character, also serves to help 

Colin, but not in the same way that all of the girls he has dated name Katherine have 

done. Lindsey works to subvert gender norms through her relationship with Colin. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, gender norms historically have included assumptions that women 

are weak and delicate; while men have traditionally been represented as strong, 
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animalistic and lacking emotion. Lindsey and Colin, especially as they relate to each 

other, arguably serve as a reversal of roles of these stereotypes. Colin is presented as 

“skinny but unmuscled” (Green 3) and self-proclaimed as “tactless,” “whiny,” and 

“nerdy” (Green 49). He is depicted as being aware of these expectations of gender 

performance and conformity when “he tried not to sob much, because the plain fact of the 

matter is that boy-sobbing is exceedingly unattractive” (Green 105). In this moment of 

“boy-sobbing” Lindsey is the one holding and consoling Colin. These roles have 

typically been reversed and the addition of the word “boy” before “sobbing” further 

encourages the audience to consider the ways in which we perceive and treat girls when 

they are sobbing. The “unattractive” quality appropriated to Colin when he is sobbing, 

points to a potentially attractive quality in the sobbing of girls. If Green were to have 

referred to Colin as sobbing without the gender identification the same binary would not 

come to mind, but to make the distinction that his “boy-sobbing” was “unattractive” 

Green invites us to read the gender associated with the crying as the reason for its 

unattractive quality. The way in which Green builds and breaks down this binary also 

serves to challenge the way we read these characters throughout the remainder of the text. 

English professor Erica Hateley suggests a similar reading of Colin when she writes that 

Green “makes heroes of young men who may historically have been viewed as 

‘unmasculine’ or ‘effeminate,’ as in the case of Colin.” This reading reinforces Green’s 

attempt to subvert the expectations that we have of a male protagonist. 

 In the remainder of the novel, Lindsey and Colin continue to work to defy the 

gendered roles that their respective genders might presuppose of them. Lindsey teaches 

Colin how to shoot a gun so that he will not be embarrassed in front of the other guys 
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when they go hunting. This exchange, historically, would happen with the boy teaching a 

girl how to shoot. Lindsey, in fact, calls most of the shots in her relationship with Colin. 

She is the first girl who Colin learns to like for who she is, not for how she serves him or 

because of her name. She is the first girl who is able to teach Colin to think about people 

other than himself. She tells him of his story-telling, “you don’t really talk enough about 

everyone else – the story’s still about you” (Green 144). Lindsey seems to be the only one 

capable of making Colin see this character flaw. Katherine XIX and Hassan both attempt 

to reveal this issue to him, but she, for some reason (maybe because Colin is not trying to 

figure out how Lindsey serves him, or simply because she is not named Katherine) is the 

only one who is able to push Colin to this self-awareness. This power that she has over 

him, indicates a role reversal that we do not see in Ruby’s text and thus Green may be 

slightly more successful at challenging these roles of women and men and their 

relationships with each other. Lindsey is not overly sexualized in this text, and it seems 

that Green is attempting to afford her more agency than the other women in the novel.  

This agency provides readers with the ability to read Lindsey as a strong and independent 

female, much like her mother. Colin, when it comes to Lindsey, can look past his desires 

and learn how to be less selfish to connect with Lindsey differently than he did with all of 

the Katherine’s. Their respective role reversals serve to condemn the patriarchy while 

most of the other characters in the novel reinforce patriarchal ideals. 

 Lindsey and Colin’s relationship, however, is not enough to overcome one glaring 

issue with this text: the lack of representation of the Katherines. The title is, after all, An 

Abundance of Katherines, and considering the measure of “abundance” this text is 

surprisingly lacking in representing more than one Katherine to any great extent. The 
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Katherines numbered II through XVIII have little representation in this text, and while 

the point of the novel seems to be more focused on Colin and his ability to move past his 

obsession with girls named Katherine, or more importantly, his obsession with himself, 

the treatment of these female characters aligns with a problematic view of women as 

accessories. Throughout the text Colin discusses these girls as simple figures in his 

attempt at a “eureka” moment as he tries to graph the Dumper/Dumpee trajectory of a 

relationship into a predictable formula. His desire to “matter” is wrapped up in his ability 

to complete this graph that, after plugging in figures about two people in a relationship, 

might predict how long the relationship will last and who will be the dumper and who the 

dumpee. The issue here, is that once again, the girls in Colin’s life are only there to serve 

in his attempt at relevance and validation. Much like Katherine XIX, the other 

Katherine’s only appear to serve in Colin’s aim at fame.  

 There is one Katherine who is granted slightly more attention in this text than the 

others (excluding XIX) and that is Katherine Mutsensberger, aka Katherine III. She is the 

one Katherine that appears to block Colin’s success in constructing this theorem. This is 

because, instead of being dumped by her, Colin actually dumped her. Even though we 

learn more about this Katherine, she still ultimately serves as a number in a calculation 

for Colin. Once he realizes that his memory of their relationship is flawed, however, her 

agency grows. The information that she provides him about his role in ending their 

relationship leads to a temporary existential crisis of sorts in Colin. Colin reflects on this 

new information when he says, “I feel like I’ve only ever been two things […] I’m a child 

prodigy, and I’m dumped by Katherines. But now I’m –“ (Green 165). He is no longer 

able to identify himself in terms of being dumped by girls named Katherine. This is a loss 
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for Colin, but a win for underrepresented Katherines that he has so long used to define 

himself. This revelation leads to Colin’s completion of his theorem, but also allows him 

to further see that people are more than just numbers on a graph and that memory may be 

selective when you attempt to define yourself in the ways he does in relation to the many 

Katherines.  

 To say that the other sixteen Katherines have no representation in the text would 

be a fallacy. Outside of their representation as numbers in Colin’s theorem, they do have 

a small section in the back of the text at a pivotal moment for Colin, each getting a little 

less than one paragraph. This is where we learn about the variety of Katherines that Colin 

has dated. This seems only to serve that purpose though, to prove that Colin’s “type was 

not physical but linguistic” (Green 15). In this brief section, we get representations of 

Katherines that include “slightly pudgy,” “perfectly charming,” “mousy redhead,” “the 

nastiest girl in school,” and Katherine VI who was “excellent at both pottery and pull-

ups” (Green 203-204). The list continues with Katherine VII who was called “Katherine 

the Kind, a sweetheart who wore a frequently snapped training bra and whom everyone 

called pizza face due to an acne problem” (Green 204). The list continues to recount the 

remaining eleven Katherines in a similar fashion. While this description of Colin’s dating 

history could have been excluded, its inclusion does not do much more to contribute to 

the individual identities of the girls listed. The variety represented is ideal for what I am 

arguing is missing in terms of body variation and beauty standards; however, due to the 

little space provided within the text to further expand on these characters and said variety, 

they serve minimally in terms of breaking down beauty standards and stereotypes for 

women. Of greater significance in this moment of the text is the way in which it serves as 
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a turning point Colin. This is a moment where Lindsey congratulates Colin for finally 

telling a good story, a story that for once, isn’t only about him. While the Katherines are 

explained in some ways here, this moment is still shrouded in the triumph of the novel’s 

male protagonist, thus reinforcing the male domination throughout the novel. 

Generally speaking, Green’s text more successfully works to challenge 

stereotypical norms related to gender and beauty in its depictions of men and women than 

does Ruby’s text. Both texts, however, in their attempts to defy stereotypes and literary 

tropes also reify some of the same and other standards. In both texts the only time that we 

see non-white cisgender characters is through marginalized and otherwise supporting cast 

members. The women in these novels are still heavily subjected to the gaze and influence 

of their male counterparts and subsequently also serve to project and propel long outdated 

standards of beauty. In exchange, teen girls and boys reading these texts may feel that 

these standards are acceptable and still perpetuated as normal in a society where these 

standards are being more heavily challenged every day. 

 All of this is to say that, although both Green and Ruby’s texts are working to 

challenge gender norms, in doing so they provide the possibility of perpetuating these 

norms in their intended audience. By presenting these ideologies in the manner that they 

do, both Ruby and Green provide the potential of conditioning their audience to repeat 

these long-standing traditions of gendered binaries and a value system based on physical 

appearance. Critical readers of these texts will see through these presentations and may 

interpret the critical work that these authors are doing as challenging these norms, but the 

impact or prevalence of these critical readers cannot yet be determined. While this genre 

of YA literature has come a long way in terms of depictions of women in novels, there is 
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still much work to be done to generate a canon that is properly reflective of the social 

progress that is happening in the real world.  
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