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Introduction

A substantial number of students in Research Methods this fall have decided to focus 

their research on the various aspects of romance, especially in media representations. In fact, all 

of those students’ studies are specific to heterosexual romance.  Normalized heterosexuality is a 

problematic phenomenon which basically infers that any orientation outside of heterosexuality is 

not only uncommon, but also undesirable.  Media plays a chief role in identity construction, 

especially for adolescents, and unfair illustrations or underrepresentation are challenging aspects.  

Where homosexuality is concerned, little to no research has been conducted previously, meaning 

that progressive changes in literature representations of the sexual orientation are difficult to 

invoke.

Heterosexuality has long been a topic of gender studies, especially as it appears in 

romance literature written for young adults (referred to as YA literature throughout the entirety 

of this paper).  Such fictional portrayals of heterosexual romance are well-known for 

perpetuating gender stereotypes and traditional views of both femininity and masculinity

(Radway, 1984).  Fiction literature with lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgendered characters

(referred to as LGBT throughout the entirety of this paper) is slowly becoming more prevalent, 

especially in literature for young adults.  However, in my research I have noted that the 
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development of this particular genre of YA literature remains laden with problems, many of 

which are the same as those that exist for portrayals of heterosexual romance in literature.  

Overall, the idea of homosexuality is so new to the genre of YA literature that stories are simply 

transferred from one sexual orientation to another.  

Repeated narratives show normalized values of violence, patriarchy, and utopian ideals 

appear in YA literature romance novels.  The first two themes exist in both heterosexual and 

homosexual romance literature, while a phenomenon exists in which utopian worlds are specific 

to homosexual romance in YA literature.  My research goals is to extract instances in three 

novels by LGBT author David Levithan in which any of the three themes exist.  I would then 

like to compare the themes I find with those found by other researchers in novels focusing on 

heterosexual romance.  

Topic Overview

Since the beginning of a movement in literature towards positive representations of 

LGBT characters in YA literature, it appears that a few trends are slowly developing.  In this 

section, I attempt to address a few of these trends and explain how each is working either 

positively or negatively toward the movement.  While I do not assume that these are the only 

trends, they are the ones that appeared the most in my research and that are most relevant to my 

research in its entirety.  I first explain the Lambda Literary Foundation’s change in policy for its 

annual Lambda Literary Awards. Although my research does not focus on reader response I then 

move to explaining how LGBT teens are re-classifying themselves by label.  I feel that the 

response of LGBT teens is an important consideration of my research because studies done on 

their responses are one of the chief reasons that I chose to do such a research project.  Without 
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fully understanding the impact that a specific medium (in this case literature) has on an audience, 

the importance of the matter is lost.  Finally, I explain how same-sex romance in YA literature is 

simply becoming an echo of portrayals of heterosexual romance in the same genre.  

A change in policy

The Lambda Literary Foundation (LLF) is an organization dedicated to praising works of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered authors, or works of literature featuring LGBT 

characters.  Unfortunately, lately the LLF is under pressure from authors due to a change in their 

policy of Lambda Awards recipients. Instead of simply praising all authors who feature an 

LGBT character positively in their novels, the LLF is now only awarding authors who identify as 

LGBT themselves.  Authors excluded from this categorization who feel as though the characters 

from their own novels are breaking the stereotypical representations of LGBT youth and 

continue to uphold the standards of the LLF are fighting back (Wittlinger, 2010).

While it is true that LGBT authors may feel cornered into only writing one kind of 

literature, it is neither progressive nor helpful to alienate heterosexuality who choose to write 

LGBT fiction.  This is the perfect example of fighting fire with fire, although it is a negative and 

unaccommodating response in this case.  

“Shunning labels”

Another recent trend among youth across the country is the rejection of the label “gay.”  

While many youth still admit to attraction to members of the same sex, they are much less likely 

to fully embrace an identity of “gay” for various reasons (Savin-Williams, 2005).  Savin-

Williams provides a list of common reasons why teens are unlikely to be willing to call 

themselves “gay” although they admit to fitting the common notion of such a label.  The six 
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reasons are, in order importance: safety, internalized homophobia, fluidity, philosophy, fit, and 

politics.  While some adults from a generation that fought to use a “gay” label and be proud of it 

find this very problematic, many teens simply cannot agree that their identities fit neatly inside of 

one label and therefore “shun labels” altogether (Savin-Williams, 2005, p. 16).  Unfortunately, 

while a transient personality can be a positive aspect of adolescence, given the pressure many 

teens face to conform to just one category, some of the reasons for shunning a “gay” label are 

also problematic, such as that of safety and internalized homophobia.  Some teenagers learn that 

society expects them to behave in a certain way and that acting outside of this expectation is 

negative, which affects concerns about their personal safety once they label themselves as “gay.”  

An even more alarming characteristic of the label-shunning is the fact that many LGBT teens 

find themselves “disgusted by the ‘unnaturalness’ of their sexual attractions.” The author goes on 

to explain that adolescents that fit this description go on to be “violent gay-bashers” (Savin-

Williams, 2005, p. 17).  

Mirroring Heterosexuality

Finally, a trend among even the most accomplished LBGT authors is the idea that 

homosexual romance should mirror the expectations found in portrayals of heterosexual 

romance.  In other words, researchers find the same problematic narratives surrounding YA 

novels focusing on LGBT characters as they find when studying heterosexual romance novels.  

Patriarchy, utopia, violence, and other dubious idiosyncrasies continue to characterize romance 

in both types of YA romance novels.  This is the main focus of my research and I will go into the 

topic more in the Literature Review section of my paper.  
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While much research has been previously conducted on the affect of literature on heavy 

readers, my study will focus on the construction of gender identity by readers of LGBT novels.  I 

am especially interested in discovering and understanding how readers who do identify with 

LGBT characters view the worlds that authors create for them.  In general, normative acts in 

literature are perpetuated by many novels in the same genre and thus create ideologies of what 

society considers acceptable.  For instance, heterosexual characters who appear in YA romance 

novels often find themselves in a “love triangle” with two males competing for the attention of 

one “worthy” female character.  This is a narrative repeated across the genre and when this 

occurs, eventually the act is commonplace and the readers come to expect such storylines.  

Theoretical Grounding

My research is grounded in two theories – Gerbner’s (1998) cultivation theory and 

Fisher’s (1984) narrative paradigm.  

Cultivation analysis

Cultivation analysis theory is based on the idea that television viewers who watch hours 

of television per day see the world in a different light, usually more negative, than those who do 

not.  Their views are derived from the way the world is portrayed in fictional accounts on 

television and typically they view the world as more dangerous than it really is.  Gerbner 

concedes that “cultivation is both dependent on and a manifestation of the extent to which 

television’s imagery dominates viewers’ sources of information” (Gerbner, 1998, p. 182).  In 

other words, simply watching television is not enough for cultivation to take place – other 

sources close to the viewer must either perpetuate or halt the portrayals authenticity in the 

viewer’s mind.  Gerbner’s theory informs my understanding of gender identity construction by 
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taking one medium (novels instead of television) and determining the extent to which readers or 

viewers are affected by its repeated content.  This theory frames my research by asserting that 

instead of making viewers think or act in certain ways, television (and in this case, YA novels) 

take an existing ideology and repeat the stories so they are repeated and confirmed in the mind of 

the readers.  Although Gerbner’s theory deals exclusively to television as a medium, I am 

extending his theories to YA literature as a medium for adolescent readers.  For the purposes of 

my research, I contend that “heavy” readership of YA literature exists, similar to Gerbner’s 

definition of heavy television viewers.  However, since I will not be studying reader response to 

the content of the texts, I do not feel the need to define heavy readership within the parameters of 

my research.    

Narrative theory

The narrative paradigm is another theory that guided my research on this topic.  Fisher 

asserts that human beings as storytellers by nature who use repeated stories told to them to form 

identities or constructs that are important to them.  Ideologies are formed in this same fashion.  

Since novels present repeated stories (an adolescent can chose to read one novel multiple times), 

a construction of identity becomes the focus of many readers as a result of what they have 

already read.  In terms of my study, stories of heterosexual adolescent romance are established as 

the societal norm, leaving little room for variance.  As Johnson says in her study of the violence 

in the Sweet Valley High series, “Although readers may choose to disregard or partially accept 

these messages, the prevalence of traditional, patriarchal, heterosexual romantic narratives in 

multiple forms of media creates difficulty in identifying or embracing alternative choices” (2006, 

p. 3).  
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Fisher’s theory follows similarly to the rationale behind Gerbner’s cultivation analysis.  

While the stories told by humans do not force the listeners to believe something, the stories are 

repeated from prior existing ideologies and work to sustain them.  It also do not work within the 

narrative paradigm to say one group of people actively works to create their own societal values.  

Ideologies themselves come from hegemonic belief – the most powerful and influential groups in 

a society can be thought of as “in control” of common belief systems.  Overall, narrative 

paradigm works closely with my research by explaining that ideologies give way to repeated 

stories which give way to more ideologies.  

Literature Review

As stated in the Topic Overview above, one of the three trends in literature recently is the 

tendency for authors of LGBT literature to simply base homosexual romance on existing ideas of 

heterosexuality and romance.  In my personal research, I have found three of the trends that 

appear frequently in both LGBT literature and mainstream heterosexual romance literature 

novels.  First is the creation of a utopian or fantasy world, followed by violent acts among 

characters in any genre within YA literature, and finally a patriarchal structure within romance 

relationships.  

Utopian World

Early heterosexual romance novels as well as current LGBT romance novels usually 

include either elements of fantasy or an entirely author-created utopian world that could never 

exist in reality.  David Levithan is a gay male author who is praised for his works toward 

equality in the LGBT genre of literature and for “subverting the paradigm of compulsory 

heterosexuality” (Pattee, 2008, p. 156) that is commonly found in YA literature.  However, as 
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Pattee points out, Levithan’s 2003 novel, Boy Meets Boy, is based on a very eccentric and, at 

least for now, unrealistic world.  The main character’s high school is described as having 

“cheerleaders ride Harleys, the homecoming queen used to be a guy named Daryl…and the gay-

straight alliance was formed to help the straight kids learn how to dance” (Levithan, 2003, p. 11).  

While the novel continues to portray LGBT teens in a positive light, the utopian setting is 

slightly problematic, given the completely accepting nature of everyone in the book, homosexual 

and heterosexual alike.  In fact, homosexuality is so normative, it is never questioned and never 

presented by the author as an issue of any kind.  Of course, it is important for adolescents to see 

themselves, and more specifically characters with whom they can identify, in such a light.  

Unfortunately, the world is not so accepting and idealistic as Boy Meets Boy suggests.  

Radway asserts that readers of romance novels often find “escape” in their reading, 

especially when the romances they read depict settings that are better than their actual locations.  

While the idea of escape is not a new one, nor one that is specific to readers of romance novels, it 

still holds importance: actively attempting to pervade one’s physical location can indicate 

displeasure with reality.  In terms of YA literature that features gay characters, this why explain 

why utopian worlds are necessary and common in plot settings.

Creation of a utopian setting in literature works against an author’s typical reliance on 

schema theory (Flynn & Schweickart, 1986).  The assertion of schema theory is that when a 

person reads a certain sentence within a novel, the author does not have to include every 

ideology that forms the context behind the sentence – the reader is able to imply it based on what 

they already know from other texts or from society.  Basically, authors rely on the idea that 

interpolated readers are able to fill in the blanks.  Literature using utopian worlds use schema in 
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the opposite way in which it was intended – a description of such a fantasy world uses what the 

audience knows to be true about reality and subverts it to create a fantasy world.  

Researchers Flynn and Schweikart concluded that based on their research on schema 

theory, the ability of authors to include few descriptive sentences to fully illustrate a setting or 

tone underlines the existence of ideological beliefs.  In other words, because an author can rely 

on his or her reader’s experiences to paint a mental image, it proves that ideologies are present in 

the minds of the readers.  Beginning a sentence with, “it was a dark and gloomy night…”, an 

author does not have to explain that their tone is foreboding – a reader knows that instinctively 

and can draw connections by themselves.  

Acts of opposition or violence

Johnson (2006) states that heterosexual romance in YA literature is constructed using 

ideologies, some more problematic than others.  Her assertion that violence is normalized in 

situations in which violent acts are attributed to be acts of love does not necessarily always apply 

to LGBT literature.  In fact, few or none of the LGBT characters face violence within their 

romantic relationships, but instead tend to face much opposition from characters outside of their 

romance.  Characters who commit such violent acts tend to be heterosexuals, or closeted 

homosexuals themselves.  Homophobia is an important factor and is prominently featured in 

such novels, usually focusing on a heterosexual friend’s negative reaction, at least initially, to the 

protagonist’s sexual orientation (Lefebvre, 2005).  The resolution of a character who comes to 

terms with his friend’s homosexuality is usually supposed to make up for the violent initial 

reaction.  
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One of the reasons that violence is so prevalent in fictional narratives is due to the fact 

that safety is one of the chief concerns for real LGBT youth in exposing themselves as gay, 

bisexual, lesbian, or transgendered (Savin-Williams, 2005).  While Savin-Williams does not 

argue that these teens are uncomfortable or generally ashamed of their sexuality, he does 

emphasize protection as primary worry for those teens who are considering labeling themselves 

“gay.”  Based on what many LGBT youth know about a “gay” label, as well as outsider’s 

reactions to the label, youth today understand acts of violence and “gay-bashing” to be 

associated with their own sexual orientation.  This explains an understandable hesitation to 

accept any personality label associated with negative reactions.  This is an interesting example of 

fiction and reality forming a circular pattern.  It is difficult to discern whether safety becomes a 

concern for LGBT youth after they read a novel with such images.  

Understandably, LGBT authors struggle with providing their readers with either an “us 

versus them” or a melting pot mentality.  Characters in novels either find themselves in an all-out 

war against all heterosexuals, facing violence or other overt acts of aggression, or living in 

worlds in which everyone is equally assimilated with no problems whatsoever.  Simultaneously 

fortunately and unfortunately, neither depiction is necessarily entirely accurate.  

Patriarchal structures

The idea of a male-dominated society, or one in which males are allowed more privilege 

than females, persists within almost all romance novels, and those featuring homosexual 

romance and characters are not exempt.  Jenkins (1998) points out that most LGBT literature 

features gay males who are searching for romance and move between partners without judgment 

nor negative consequence.  However, most female and/or lesbian characters are already featured 
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in committed romantic relationships, and are expected to stay in such throughout the remainder 

of the novel.  

Unfortunately, the grim reality remains that even if authors of romance novels found 

ways to incorporate strong female characters in their novels, the societal expectations of 

submissive females overall are unlikely to be swayed.  Simply allowing fictional female 

characters the same rights and sexual deviations typical of males, either fictional or real, will not 

change the deeply-rooted patriarchal structures in place in society today (Haefner, Colón, & 

Lizardo, 2008).  

Methodology

Research Questions

The focus of my research is derived equally from my Communication Studies major as 

well as my minor in Children’s Literature.  The idea that some readers who are in the minority of 

society are unlikely to identify completely with the characters of their favorite novels is a 

troubling one.  Though it is not necessarily a new phenomenon, homosexuals, both in media 

texts as well as reality, has come to be a very important group of people who need to be 

represented as much as the rest of society, especially in light of current events concerning their 

marriage rights, or lack thereof.  Through a gender studies lens, I have come to understand how a 

lack of diversity in fiction characters can become a problem in constructing identity.  In other 

words, a reader who never is never or underrepresented may just as soon conclude that their 

personality, what makes them different and unique, is “wrong” and therefore unacceptable and 

inconsistent with societal standards.  The prevalence of gender studies has largely led the way to

more positive portrayals of female characters, as far as heterosexuality is concerned.  The next 
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step in forward societal movements would be to focus first one more LGBT characters, and 

second on a positive portrayal of these characters.  Instead of taking what we already know to be 

true, or at least normative, as far as heterosexuality is involved, and thoughtlessly applying it to 

gay characters, authors must strive to portray some sort of reality and accuracy in their LGBT 

novels in YA literature.  Therefore, my primary research questions are:

RQ1: What common themes exist between novels by David Levithan

featuring LGBT characters in YA literature?

RQ2: How do the portrayals of homosexual romance mirror those of 

heterosexual romance in YA literature?

Text Selection

While the novels in the LGBT for young readers are diverse and vary much more now 

than ever before, I will focus my research on books by David Levithan for this particular study.  I 

chose this author due to his popularity and recognition as an author of progressive LGBT texts.  

Due to time constraints, I will use only three of Levithan’s many novels, Will Grayson, Will 

Grayson, Naomi and Ely’s No Kiss List, and Boy Meets Boy.  I point out that Naomi and Ely’s 

No Kiss List is a collaborative work between David Levithan and Rachel Cohn, and that 

additional authorship will be taken into account for my study.  All three novels were chosen for 

their explicitly LGBT content as well as popularity with heavy readers of this genre. 

I recognize the limited scope of my research study based on my small text selection.  The 

reason I chose David Levithan is because I was attempting to choose the most progressive voice 

in LGBT YA literature.  If I had chosen to study the works of an author who not known for their 

progressive voice, the credibility of my research might have been lost.  
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Procedure

I will be using thematic analysis in order to do this research study.  I will look for themes 

that exist between the novels of my study, count how many times these themes appear, and 

finally compare these themes and their numerical appearances to the themes for heterosexual 

romance novels.  I will look for four themes: violence between romantically involved characters; 

violence between LGBT characters and non-LGBT characters; patriarchal values; and finally, 

appearance of a utopian society.  Violence between romantically involved characters will be 

characterized by any physical, verbal, or emotional aggression between romantic partners.  

Violence between LGBT and non-LGBT characters will be recognized by any physical, verbal, 

or emotional aggression between those two categories of characters in the novels.  I will consider 

patriarchal values as any clear or obvious signs that female characters are held to higher or unfair 

expectations than are male characters.  Appearance of a utopian society will be characterized by 

the manifestation of characters who act not only outside of societal ideals in an unrealistically 

positive manner, but values that are too idealistic for societal expectations.  

Conclusion

I feel that my proposed research has a high societal value, especially as our culture 

moved toward embracing individuals of all lifestyle choices.  While I would never assume that 

heterosexual values are either entirely positive or progressive in their existence in YA literature, 

it would be beneficial for cultures to become more aware of the portrayals of any romance in 

multiple forms of media.  Although heterosexuality is normative and enjoys more existence in 

media, it also suffers from other drawbacks as well – such as negative media portrayal.  In 
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almost all cases of heterosexual romance, females are male-dependent, weak, or subordinate; or 

they are crazy, controlling, and “male haters.”  It is a lose-lose situation.

In the same sense, homosexuality is gaining recognition in our society, but it may not 

always been in positive light.  While it is progressive that homosexual romance novels exist, 

both for young adults and adults alike, it is problematic that their romance narratives are full of 

the same problems that so plague those of heterosexuals.  Females still rely on romantic 

“success” to measure the worth of their societal existence and males are still more likely the 

aggressors in any given situation.  The solution that my research proposes is an awareness of 

gender identity, even as it appears in works of fiction.  
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