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Abstract 

This essay explores how anti-normativity is achieved in Veronica Roth's novel Carve the Mark 

and uses Lois Lowry's The Giver and Ursula K Le Guin's The Left Hand of Darkness as points of 

comparison. It examines if Roth, Lowry, and Le Guin follow through with creating characters 

that are more than superficially queer by destabilizing gender and traditional attitudes towards 

identity markers. Using queer theory and gender performativity theory, this essay examines if the 

queerness of the characters and their relationships hold up when juxtaposed to normativity. When 

exploring the novels, it can be seen that these authors fail to create characters and relationships 

that are anything but superficially queer.  
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Introduction 

Young adult science fiction is a growing genre. A subgenre to science fiction is dystopian fiction 

which is becoming increasingly popular among young adult readers. One reason for the increase 

in popularity in dystopian novels can be because they depict ordinary, everyday people that 

readers can identify with. One of the more popular characteristics of a dystopian novel is to 

feature strong female protagonists who question the stereotypical representations of girls. Such 

novels include The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The Handmaid's Tale. According to the social 

reading site goodreads.com, most young adult stories portray an adolescent as the protagonist, 

and the subject matter and storylines are typically consistent with the age and experience of the 

main character. The main novel for this essay, Carve the Mark by Veronica Roth, follows the 

typical dystopian pattern, addresses identity and survival, and challenges traditional gender roles. 

Roth has written a story that features a strong female and a sub-strong male protagonist and 

attempts to balance and maintain gender role reversal throughout the book. In dystopian novels 

that have protagonists who challenge traditional gender roles, they ultimately adhere to 

heteronormative gender markers, roles, and norms.  

Heteronormativity is a term that encompasses the norms associated with a heterosexual 

society. Heteronormativity assumes that there are only two genders; women and men. These two 

genders should adhere to the normative markers of their gender and pair up with the opposite 

gender. Leading queer theorist Judith Butler has presented a theory of gender performativity that 

states that gender is something one does and not something one is. Queer theorists argue that 

gender is socially and culturally reinforced and dependent on context and circumstance. Their 

ideas are central to this essay. The theory section of this essay will examine the works of Judith 

Butler as well as Veronica Hollinger, Anamarija Šporčič and Kathy Rudy who discuss gender 

and gender representation in their respective essay.   

Kathy Rudy claims in her essay "Ethics, Reproduction, Utopian: Gender and Childbearing 

in Woman on the Edge of Time and The Left Hand of Darkness" (1997) that fiction forms us and 

forms our ethical beliefs (26). In other words, we are what we read. Therefore, young adults 

benefit from reading works questioning heteronormativity and its structures. By challenging 

heteronormativity and deconstructing gender in literature, the limitations of heteronormativity 

can become visible in real life.    
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This essay will compare the production of the anti-normative and gender deconstruction 

in Veronica Roth's Carve the Mark (2017) with the two more well-known novels, The Giver 

(1993) by Lois Lowry and The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) by Ursula K Le Guin. In this 

comparison, I will be reading the novels with queer theory and gender performativity theory as 

my main theoretical framework. Norms, normalization, and performativity are key inter-

connected concepts in queer theory in relation to gender. Also important to this essay are the 

ideas of compulsory heterosexuality, gender roles, and performative gender. These analytical 

terms are all based on the same idea that gender is a social construction and that all notions that 

link gendered and sexual behaviors to sexual identities are historically constructed. Similarly, 

ideas about what is normative and what is deviant in gendered terms and in relation to sexuality 

are also products of social and historical constructions. When examining these three novels in this 

essay, it becomes clear that they all destabilize gender and traditional attitudes towards identity 

markers. What is less clear, and, therefore, the explorative focus of this essay, is whether they all 

three follow through and create characters and relationships that are more than superficially 

queer. 

 

Theory section  

This essay is grounded in the intersection where feminist theory moves into queer theory and has 

a particular focus on theories relevant to the study of anti-normative structures. Veronica 

Hollinger states in her essay "(Re)reading Queerly: Science Fiction, Feminism, and the 

Defamiliarization of Gender" (1999) that the broad base of queer theory focuses on the 

questioning of and resistance to dominant sexual paradigms through being interested in gendered 

behavior, human sexual preferences, and questions of sexual differences in general (25). This 

general interrogative stance undergirds the analysis that follows. Other concepts also become 

important such as the heteronormative conception of gendered roles within a couple, partnership 

or marriage, and the concept of reproduction being independent of heteronormative coupling or 

partnership. It is an entangled affair to focus on the resistance to normative structures. Therefore, 

in order to look at these issues in the novels, the following four sections will discuss 

heteronormativity and fiction, heteronormativity and gender performativity, heteronormativity 

and relationships, and heteronormativity and reproduction, respectively. In light of the theory 
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used here, the essay will refer to women and men as female and male, and distinguish gender 

from sex by referring only to the biological sex and not a person's gender.  

 

Heteronormativity and fiction  

Heteronormativity denotes that people are assumed to identify with the gender that correlates 

with their birth-based external biological genital presentation and to be attracted to the opposite 

sex. The gender binary refers to "the belief that there are, and should be, two oppositional and 

complementary genders" (van der Toorn 162). In other words, the gender binary states that there 

is one masculine and one feminine person within every relationship, one breadwinning "father" 

and one caring "mother." Expressions of heteronormativity are embedded within our culture and 

society. In van der Toorn et al.'s article "Not Quite Over the Rainbow" (2020), they state that 

heteronormativity is evident in many practices such as in marriage, pregnancy, adoption, and 

related socio-legal practices that in most societies are seen to refer to different-sex couples only 

(161). By routinely forcing people to pick one of two options when asked to indicate their gender 

(or sex), the gender binary and heteronormativity become part of everyday life.  

It can be difficult to imagine and comprehend gender outside the established norms due to 

how deeply rooted heteronormativity is in everyday life. Hollinger argues that "on the whole, 

science fiction is an overwhelmingly straight discourse, not least because of the covert yet almost 

completely totalizing ideological hold heterosexuality has on our culture's ability to imagine itself 

otherwise" (italics in original 24). "Heteronormativity is embedded in both theory and fiction as 

'natural' and 'universal,' a kind of barely glimpsed default gender setting which remains 

unquestioned and untheorized" (Hollinger 23-24). In "The (Ir)Relevance of Science Fiction to 

Non-Binary and Genderqueer Readers" (2018), Anamarija Šporčič observes that the underlying 

binary understanding of gender (63) can be seen in earlier work and in much of what is written 

today, even if "they may be better disguised or employed ironically" (Attebery quoted in Šporčič 

58). However, Šporčič also argues that science fiction provides its readers with new ways of 

decoding and manipulating their understanding of gender (59). She states that "the role of science 

fiction as a playground for thought experiments is, in fact, the genre's main advantage in 

exploring non-binary identities and their position within societies" (Šporčič 59). Some science 

fiction can thus provide a space where the gender/sex binary and its expected role divisions can 
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be questioned and explored. It is significant to provide a space for exploration and questioning of 

heteronormativity as it is embedded in the very fabric of society.  

Van der Toorn et al. state that the "heteronormative ideology is further bolstered by 

common representations in both the media and people's immediate social environment" (162). In 

short, this means that heteronormativity is all around. The normative structures within the society 

and culture are reinforced by having them embedded within the narrative of literature.  

Corrine Wickens states in "Codes, Silences, and Homophobia" (2011) that "through 

language and discourse, culture constructs the boundaries that define properly manifested 

expressions of gender" (150); in other words, the culture of normativity is embedded in the books 

young people read and are influenced by. In Ann Weinstone's paper "Science Fiction as a Young 

Person's First Queer Theory" (1999), she discusses the comfort and joy queer reading of science 

fiction can give an adolescent and the escape from the "everyday every day" (Litvak quoted in 

Weinstone 42). This indicates that it is important to give room for young adult readers to visit 

these narrative playgrounds or thought experiments as they can be spaces without the 

confinement of heteronormativity. 

 

Heteronormativity and gender performativity 

The theory of gender performativity is laid out in Butler's book Gender Trouble (1999), where 

she explains that gender and sex are not interchangeable but independent of one another, and by 

breaking gender free from sex, it becomes a free-floating artifice (10) and becomes free to be 

interpreted separately. By defining gender as not an internal reality but something produced and 

reproduced over time, Butler shows how gender is socially and culturally reinforced and how the 

specific sex of a person does not always align with a person's gender across time. In her essay 

"Performative Acts and Gender Constitution" (1988), she even goes as far as to argue that gender 

does not exist and states that "gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is 

real only to the extent that it is performed" (278). Gender is by no means tied to the birth-based 

external biological genital presentation but is completely a social construction (Butler, 

Performative 273). The incapability to imagine gender as free-standing from the biological sex is 

a major contributor to heteronormativity, and heteronormativity is a powerful factor in how 

gender is performed.  
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There have been queer theorists that have set out to consciously avoid situating 

heterosexuality as the unquestioned norm and, by doing so, encouraging a view of gender as both 

learned behavior and a network of forces embedded in the very fabric of culture (Hollinger 24). 

There is, therefore, a connection to be made between Hollinger's statement about 

heteronormativity being embedded in the fabric of culture and Butler's theory of gender being 

culturally and socially reinforced. As such, the restrictions of heteronormative structures limit 

gender performativity. Hollinger states that queer theory is a strategically powerful perspective 

that can be used when mobilized to think against the grain of heteronormativity and, as a result, 

begin to envision ourselves outside the binary opposition of a fictively totalizing 

feminine/masculine divide (25).  

 

Heteronormativity and relationships 

Heteronormativity is a culturally pervasive discourse that is normative in its structures; that is, 

there are norms implied in this discourse. Biological males are men and should be masculine. 

Biological females are women and should be feminine. Within normativity, the feminine role is 

linked with caretaking, domestic logistics (such as remembering birthdays), and other "soft" 

values, and the masculine role is linked with providing financially for the family, fixing broken 

things, and other "hard" values. These gendered expectations can be found in relationships 

regardless of their gendered constellation. 

In 1998 Warner and Berlant pursued the theory of heteronormativity and how it works in 

"Sex in Public" (1998). Warner and Berlant wanted to promote queer culture by changing the 

possibilities of identity through questioning the "intelligibility, publics, culture, and sex that 

appear when the heterosexual couple is no longer the referent or the privileged example of sexual 

culture" (548). They argue that the heterosexual culture accomplishes its meta-cultural 

intelligibility through the ideologies and institutions of intimacy (553). In other words, 

heterosexual culture enforces its ideas by limiting the institution of marriage to a man and a 

woman and condemning any other constellation or relationship. The relatively fixed nature of 

gender roles in heteronormative culture means that even when society sanctions same-sex 

marriages, the couple is still constrained by heteronormative ideas about gender roles within the 

relationship/marriage. In their article, "Sex in Utopia: Eutopian and Dystopian Sexual Relations" 

(2014), Lyman Sargent and Lucy Sargisson state that feminists have long argued that marriage 
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itself structures sexual relationships into "fixed" gender roles (301). "In her seminal book Gender 

Trouble, Butler argues that gender roles developed to uphold a patriarchal system in which 

women's purpose is to serve as means of reproduction to men, as their mothers, and as their 

wives" (van der Toorn et al 162) 

In this essay, the overall objective is to look at how the novels relate to heteronormativity 

and how far they go in their deconstruction. To do this, I will look at the relationships, the 

couples, and the marriages within the novels. The theory argues that normativity is seen in other 

gender-constructed relationships just as often as in heterosexual relationships. In other words, a 

homosexual couple can fall into normativity just as easily as a heterosexual couple. In thinking 

about the theory and reading the novels, it is possible to see that heteronormativity has worked its 

way into every relationship regardless of the constellation, making it an entangled but fascinating 

subject to analyze. By focusing on gender binary assumptions within the relationships, this essay 

explores whether the novels' characters are truly or just superficially queer.    

 

Heteronormativity and reproduction  

When discussing reproduction, it is difficult to create distance from heteronormativity as it is the 

biological difference that makes it possible for a female to bear children. Many of the feminist 

authors of the 1960s were painfully aware of the sexual construction of society and the challenges 

presented by the limitations of childbearing (Rudy 25). "Many feminist utopian novels solved the 

problem associated with misogyny and reproduction simply by eliminating men" (Rudy 25). 

However, Rudy continues by stating the "the oppression of women, as most separatist utopian 

novels see it, result not from out biological connection to reproduction but rather from the fact 

that men often attempt to wrest control over this capacity from women." (25). Rudy notes cases 

of non-heteronormative science fiction in Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland, Sally Miller 

Gearhart's The Wanderground, and Ursula K Le Guin's The Left Hand of Darkness (25-26). Rudy 

states that the narrative of Ursula K Le Guin's The Left Hand of Darkness negotiate a connection 

between childbirth and heterosexual intercourse, and between mothering and womanhood. 

It is important to distinguish childbearing from motherhood as one is not equal to the 

other. Natalie Brandstedt writes in her essay "The Complexity of Motherhood in Dystopian 

Novels" (2021) how the feminist philosopher and author Sara Ruddick defines mothering as 

anyone who takes on "maternal work" (7). Brandstedt states that using Ruddick's definition that 
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anyone taking on "maternal work" is a valid mother, which opens the door for both adoptive 

parents and men in maternal roles (7). This complexity shows that while childbearing is a 

biological fact that empowers heteronormativity, motherhood does not. Sargent and Sargisson 

also argue that a woman as a mother is a sex-related stereotype. When separating the female body 

from reproduction, there can be a distance between reproduction and heteronormativity. Don 

Kulick states it more boldly in "Queer Theory: What is it and what is it good for?"1 (1996) that 

for a child to be born, there is no need for a heterosexual relationship, all that requires is for a 

woman to become pregnant (10). By analyzing the three novels according to the space these ideas 

create between reproduction and heteronormativity, it should be possible to establish whether 

they produce antinormative structures and gender deconstruction or fall into the cognitive trap of 

heteronormativity. 

 

The Novels – Background, basic plot, and reception 

In this section, I will present the books individually by including a basic presentation of the 

novel, how they were received, and a literary review. This is to give a brief insight into the 

starting point of this essay. These three novels are all published in different times and 

circumstances; therefore, it is important to find common ground between them to properly base a 

comparison that extends through time. Carve the Mark, and The Giver are both young adult 

novels (approx. age range 15 years), whereas The Left Hand of Darkness is marketed as an adult 

novel (age range 18 years). Because of Le Guin’s other works in the young adult genre, other of 

her novels are sometimes seen as generally suitable for young adults. For this essay, The Left 

Hand of Darkness will be treated as a novel read by young adults, while noting that this is not the 

audience it was originally intended for. Another aspect that is notable but not brought up in this 

essay is the fact that all three authors are Caucasian women from America and how that may 

impact the novels. These three novels are primarily chosen for their content and not for their 

authors.   

 

 

1 Page reference is to the Swedish edition ”Vad är det och vad är det bra för?” (1996) 
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Carve the Mark by Veronica Roth 

Carve the Mark by Veronica Roth was written in 2017 after Roth's Divergent series. The success 

of the Divergent trilogy might have played a significant role in how Carve the Mark was 

received. The success of the Divergent series cast a long shadow, and Roth's following work was 

compared to the series even though it is a different story world. Carol Memmott writes for the 

Chicago Tribune and compares Carve the Mark with both Divergent and Star Wars throughout 

the review. Both Divergent and Star Wars cast great shadows by popularity alone, and comparing 

Carve the Mark with them could color the way it was perceived. 

This young adult novel is about two young people whose fates are intertwined but are also 

natural sworn enemies. The novel revolves around the idea that a handful of people come from 

fate-favored families, which means that the oracles can see their futures and what fate has in store 

for them. The oracles keep the fates a secret from the public for the safety and wellbeing of the 

fate favored; however, at the beginning of the novel, all the fates are revealed, and the safety of 

the fate favored is compromised. Most people develop a currentgift during puberty, and every 

currentgift is unique. A currentgift can be a power a person evolves that correlates with their 

personal traits such as being able to heal oneself, mend broken objects with a single touch, 

exchange/extract memories from someone, or control someone else's emotions. 

The narration in the story is divided between Cyra, one of the main protagonists, and an 

omniscient narrator. The chapters are divided between the main characters Cyra and Akos. 

However, in Cyras' chapters, we have narration and focalization from her; the other chapters are 

narrated and focalized from an omniscient narrator. This affects the readers' perception of the 

characters as Cyra becomes more personal and relatable. Akos, on the other hand, is someone 

that is displayed and can maintain his "hard masculine" characteristics. 

 Cyra is a young woman with a currentgift that gives her excruciating pain and makes it 

impossible for people to touch her skin. Her brother Ryzek is the tyrant ruler of the people of 

their nation Shotet, and he exploits Cyras' currentgift. As her currentgift gives her pain, it also 

gives her the power to hurt other people, which her brother exploits, forcing her to inflict pain on 

his enemies. The second main protagonist is a young man named Akos, the son of a farmer and 

an oracle from a different nation but on the same planet as Cyra. Akos is generous, goodhearted, 

and very loyal to his family. Akos and his brother are taken by Ryzek's soldiers when all the fates 

have been revealed because of their unusual currentgifts. Akos' currentgift can interrupt and 
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block others' gifts, and his brother is to be the next oracle. When Akos and Cyra's paths cross, 

they start to help each other, Akos relieves Cyra from her pain with his currentgift by blocking 

hers, and Cyra teaches Akos how to fight with the purpose of him saving his brother from Ryzek. 

The readers get to know these characters and how they evolve into young adults, and how they 

maneuver, trying to make sense of their given fates and their currentgifts.     

The reviews on the social reading site goodreads.com run in the thousands and show a 

very diverse reader base for Roth's new novel, and that they either loved the book, or they hated 

it. The positive reviews are fairly uninformative but effusive. Some of the reviews, however, 

show anger towards the implied racism in the book, 'Alex' wrote in his review on goodreads.com 

"Here's the thing: I don't honestly think Roth intended to be racist in her work, but I'm sitting here 

trying to type a positive review, and I just can't get all of the horrible connotations between race 

and bestiality made in this novel" similarly, 'Kamala Khan' states in her review "All the 

blossoming reviews for this book fail to mention the apparent racism." These reviews started to 

surface after a negative review by the author Justina Ireland on her webpage. Ireland wrote a 

review of Carve the Mark stating that it promoted racism and self-harm on her webpage. The 

review has since been removed from the internet, and any link referring to it is broken. Francina 

Simone addressed Ireland's statement in one of her reviews that she discussed on her YouTube 

channel. Simone argues that parts of the book that addressed ethnicity traits were taken out of 

context and turned into something completely different. "A lot of people that had read the book 

kept saying 'I read the book, but I didn't see these things, and that's because THEY WEREN'T 

THERE!" (Simone, YouTube).  

Another critique came in a blog entry on the news site huffpost.com as Jenny Trout gives 

her insight into chronic pain and criticizes Roth for her character Cyra and the way she portrays 

chronic pain survivors. Trout states that Roth's depiction of chronic pain as a gift will harm the 

chronic pain society.  

Very few reviews have discussed the gender roles in the book; however, in an interview 

with Danielle Zimmermenn on Hypable.com, Roth states that she is excited to talk about it and 

thought that she would not get the chance to. Roth describes how hard it was to maintain the 

gender role reversal throughout the story and when the characters grew. Zimmermenn states in 

her interview how Roth noted, "even though the reversal was a bit of a challenge, it was an 

interesting and exciting thing to explore. There is such a wide variety of different kinds of 
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strength, different kinds of honorable qualities that a person can embody," Roth said, "[and] they 

really have nothing to do with that person's gender." (Zimmermenn) 

Therefore, when considering gender, role reversal, and anti- normativity Carve the Mark 

presents interesting discussions. 

 

Scholars on Carve the Mark 

Roth's novel Carve the Mark has barely been mentioned in literary studies; however, Roth's more 

successful Divergent series has been studied with the focus on female protagonists, gender roles, 

and feminism. Fiona Winnie Wong discusses the presentation of gender portrayed by the female 

protagonist of the series in "Queering the Heroine's Journey: Exploring Fluid Gender Identities in 

Veronica Roth's Divergent Series" (2016). Wong explains how the female protagonist adheres to 

normative gender structures but maintains a fluidity within the gender spectrum. Roth, according 

to Wong, has conceptualized a "character who challenges normative gender ideals and 

participates in the blurring of gender lines" (44) in the Divergent series. The theoretical approach 

is similar to the one that will be used in this essay to examine how Roth blurs gender lines and 

constructs the anti-normative in Carve the Mark.  

The few studies that have included Carve the Mark are focused on race and ethnicity. 

Percilla Kint presents an extensive paper on "The Effect of Online Influencers on Young Adult 

Literature and its Audience; The Negative Response to Veronica Roth's Carve the Mark" (2017) 

and explains the consequences of a poor response to Roth's novel. Kint examines the effects and 

consequences of the negative response laid forth by the (less well-known) author Justina Ireland 

and how it greatly influenced community opinion (19). "Ireland argues that Carve the Mark uses 

value judgments that support white supremacy in the treatment and descriptions of the Shotet 

people" (Kint 25). As mentioned above, Ireland's review has since been taken down from the 

internet; however, Kint quotes the review in her study and explains that Ireland bases her 

statements on scholarly research on racial inequality (25). A further study that has been done with 

Carve the Mark is by Jewel Davis in "(De)constructing Imagination: Racial Bias and Counter 

Storytelling in Young Adult Speculative Fiction" (2020) where she discusses the implications of 

"supporting counter-storytelling and further provides questions for analyzing representation in 

speculative fiction" (1).   
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The Giver by Lois Lowry 

The Giver was published in 1993 and awarded the Newbery Medal in 1994. A review from The 

New York Times stated it to be "a powerful and provocative novel, that is sure to keep older 

children reading. And thinking." (Ray). Twenty years later, in 2014, the book was reviewed 

again, by what would appear a young adult reader in The Guardian with similar praise and 

expressed that "although it was written in 1993, it has the elements which you would find in a 

modern YA dystopian book today" (Franciska).  

The plot is a coming-of-age story about a soon-to-be twelve-year-old boy, Jonas. The 

narration is set as a third-person limited omniscient with the focalization from Jonas. The readers 

are shown a story world from the perspective of a young boy trying to make sense of the world 

around him. He lives in a society that is regulated by the Elders who make many of the decisions 

for its inhabitants, such as assigning jobs, whom shall be their partner, and the designating of 

children to the said partnership. At the age of twelve, children are assigned their occupation to 

have for the rest of their active years. Jonas is carefully selected by the Elders to become the 

society's new Receiver of Memories. He is granted access to all the memories from the society's 

past to be able to counsel the Elders in different matters. As Jonas receives these memories, he 

becomes more and more aware of how little his fellow inhabitants know and are able to 

experience. The novel follows Jonas on his journey as he evolves as a person and finds his own 

voice.  

 

Scholars on The Giver 

The Giver has been studied in a variety of ways throughout the years since its publication. 

Steffanie Rowland writes in her essay that takes its title from Simone de Beauvoir, "One Is Not 

Born a Woman; One Becomes One" (2010) that the previous research done on The Giver can be 

divided into three categories; the concept of "sameness," the enforcement of western cultural 

values, and the theme that focuses on the individual vs. the collective (11). Rowland uses 

feminist theory in her essay and argues that The Giver "fail[s] to challenge traditional and 

conventional gender roles and representation" (3). Rowland's focus is the male/female hierarchy, 

and she argues that it is traditional from a gender perspective. She points out that Jonas is a light-

skinned, blue-eyed male (12) and that by putting males at the top of societal structures in the 

novel Lowry only reinforces the cultural norm of the racially naturalized white male hero (15).  
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A recent student study by Natalie Brandstedt is "The Complexity of Motherhood in 

Dystopian Novels A comparative study of Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale and Lois 

Lowry's The Giver" (2021). She explains in her abstract how her essay "examines the negative 

social and psychological consequences of forced surrogacy in the novels' state-constructed 

nuclear families" (i). Brandstedt does not cover heteronormativity extensively but explores how 

the society and social aspects in her novels negatively affect bonding and care in mother-child 

relationships.  

More relevant to this essay, however, is Kara Hemphill's "Gender and the Popular 

Heroines (and Heroes) of the Young Adult Dystopia" (2015). Hemphill examines "the similarities 

and differences in how gender is portrayed in the two novels,2 which both depict seemingly 

utopian societies that have reached what appears to be true gender equality" (8). Hemphill 

presents a discussion on how The Giver is depicted as a society of total equality but ultimately 

shows how it is completely heteronormative. Hemphill states that most oppressions in dystopian 

novels tend to be determined by social class rather than race and gender; however, authors cannot 

avoid depicting gender-based prejudice (11).  

 

The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K Le Guin 

The Left Hand of Darkness was published in 1969 during a time period of cultural change and 

social upheaval. In “Is Gender Necessary?” (1987) Le Guin thinks back on her novel and the time 

it was written and reminisces that it was a feeling of unease and need that set her forth on the path 

of writing The Left Hand of Darkness (8). She believes that the same need was felt by others such 

as Beauvoir, and by Friedan, Millett who set forth on their works at this same time (8). Le Guin 

set out to eliminate gender to see what was left (Le Guin, “Is Gender Necessary?” 10). The 

treatment of gender in the novel is not less interesting today. Reviews continue to be written and 

many claim that the novel has as much impact on readers today as it did fifty years ago as Sean 

Barrs from Fantasy Book Review writes; "This was written in the sixties, though it feels like it 

was written yesterday. Ursula K. Le Guin creates a vivid culture of ambisexual humanoids that 

come with a detailed history and culture. And it is truly fascinating to read about because such 

discussions and representations of gender and sex are strikingly relevant to modern society". In 

 

2 Hemphill’s novels are Matched and The Giver 
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2019, Charlie Jane Anders in The Paris Review comments that even fifty years after publication, 

The Left Hand of Darkness still presents valid ideas and struggles in society today. She observes 

that "now more than ever we need its core story of two people learning to understand each other 

in spite of cultural barriers and sexual stereotypes". (Anders) 

The novel is set on the planet Gethuen, located far out in the galaxy, and is written as a 

travelogue with incorporated fact/information sections. The narration in the novel varies 

depending on the chapter. The main narration comes from Genly Ai who is the main protagonist. 

Genly Ai refers to himself as a human male, an alien envoy from Terra. 

 Within the chapters that are hearth-tales, there is a third-person narration as if to only 

provide information and understanding so the reader can continue the exploration of Gethuen 

more easily. Le Guin states in an interview by Ligaya Mishan in The New Yorker (2009) that the 

idea of the hearth tales came to her when she had experienced writer's block and did not know 

where to go next.  

On the planet Gethuen the inhabitants are androgynous eighty percent of the time. Once a 

month, they go into kemmer and develop male or female characteristics depending on who is 

nearby. It is only when the Gethuenians are in kemmer they show sexual desire, have 

reproductive organs, and can reproduce. Because of their state of being hermaphroditic neuters 

Genly Ai, who is a constant state of male, is seen as an alien and a pervert. The readers follow Ai 

as he tries to navigate the strange culture with help from the prime minister of Karhide, Estraven, 

and fulfill his mission. The evolving relationship between Ai and Estraven gives Ai better insight 

into their culture and an understanding of why Estraven is so generous in helping Ai.  

The social reading site goodreads.com presents The Left Hand of Darkness as "a 

groundbreaking work of science fiction" and as "a landmark achievement in the annals of 

intellectual science fiction." The reviews, however, reveal that being a landmark does not 

necessarily translate into being a good read. One reviewer states, for example, that they "really 

appreciated the concept of (a literally gender-neutral world) but that in practice wasn't quite so 

enticing." Another writes along similar lines that, "Intellectually, I can appreciate it and 

acknowledge that it's well crafted, but I had a lot of trouble trying to get past the sci-fi bent. 

Ultimately, I didn't." 

Even though it has been highly reviewed since its publication, The Left Hand of Darkness 

is not an easy read and seems to need a certain predisposed taste for science fiction to fully 
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appreciate it. It should be noted here, again, that it was originally intended for an adult audience. 

Le Guin states in her interview with The New Yorker that she was hesitant when presenting the 

different chapters as hearth tales as, at that time, science fiction was almost entirely told in a more 

conventional and straightforward narrative form with a focus on action (Mishan). Barrs from 

Fantasy Book Review comments on the form in this way, "Although it is clearly science-fiction, it 

breaks genre boundaries with its lack of standard tropes instead choosing to question existence 

itself. It's not a story designed to sweep you away, but it is a story that will make you think. 

There's certainly a lot of wisdom in these pages."  

 

Scholars on The Left Hand of Darkness 

The Left Hand of Darkness has been the subject of many gender discussions and essays over the 

last five decades. The first scholarly studies of the novel came out in the early 1970s and focused 

on subjects such as form, content, and narrational choices; however, later in the 1970s, the studies 

of gender and gender norms became more and more frequent. 

Today, studies of the novel still look at the representation of gender, gender norms and 

construction, and even reproduction, just to name a few of the theoretical foci that are relevant to 

this essay. In "Gender in Science-Fiction: The representation of gender roles and gender 

performativity in The Left Hand of Darkness and The Handmaid's Tale" (2017), Kristel van 

Kesteren looks at androgyny and "how this juxtaposes gender performance theory" (4). Kesteren 

uses Judith Butler's gender performativity theory to claim that gender does not exist in The Left 

Hand of Darkness. Her work and use of Butler are relevant to this essay.  

Another study that focuses on gender and gender roles is Tihana Bertek's "Beyond 

Gender? Imagining Utopia in Ursula K Le Guin's The Left Hand of Darkness" (2014). Bertek 

also looks at androgyny in the novel and reads the novel as a discussion of gender, sexual 

differences, and humanness it engenders" (i). Bertek argues that Le Guin fuses feminist theory 

with science fiction and dystopia. She states in her conclusion that Le Guin forces the reader, due 

to the limitations of our ability to imagine the androgynous alien, to look back onto ourselves and 

question our normative assumptions (61). Bertek's analysis on how Le Guin does not reject 

binary thinking "but sets out to envision a dualism without hierarchy" (i) is relevant to this essay. 
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Analysis 

Gender performativity and characters 

When analyzing a novel, it is important to examine the conception of the main characters as it is 

through, and with them, the readers evolve and learn. However, it is not solely the main 

characters who are important but the whole cast of characters that can support or contradict the 

points the author is trying to make (Rowland 14). This section will discuss how gender 

representation is conceived and performed by the characters in Carve the Mark with The Left 

Hand of Darkness and The Giver as points of comparison. 

When discussing gender performativity, one must separate sex and gender. Judith Butler 

observes that sex is perceived as biologically intractable (bodies are male or female), while 

gender is perceived as culturally constructed (Butler Gender Trouble 9). Butler states that the 

presumption of a binary gender system implicitly relies on and at the same time constructs the 

belief that sex equals gender. However, if gender is recognized as independent of sex, gender 

becomes a "free-floating artifice" (Butler Gender Trouble 10). The notion of gender can now be 

questioned and deconstructed without limitations. One space where such deconstruction can 

occur (theoretically) is in science fiction literature. 

The (theoretical) deconstructing of gender begins with how the characters are performed 

and perceived. It has become more and more popular to cast females as the strong protagonists 

within science fiction literature, which is beneficial to the discussion of gender deconstruction. 

However, in " Non-normative Bodies, queer Identities" (2019), Miranda Green-Barteet and Jill 

Coste argue that casting strong, empowered female protagonists that are predominantly white, 

able-bodied, and heterosexual makes it difficult for the characters to transgress the gender binary, 

and the normative structure becomes inevitable (84). By casting a character with all the 

heteronormative markers, the character's actions become secondary and superficial. Green-

Barteet and Coste observe that by conceptualizing characters in this manner, female characters 

can only transgress gender norms as long as they engage in heterosexual relationships and 

perform normative female traits when necessary to uphold the binary system (84). In other words, 

a female character can transgress gender roles only as long as she anchors herself with normative 

values, which in turn reinforces the notion that the transgression of gender binary is only 

superficial.  

https://d.docs.live.net/d8e983f6df3f8d23/Dokument/analysis%20re-do%20part%201%2023%20june.docx#_msocom_2
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These normative values and traits are instilled in people by socialization. As explained by 

van der Toorn et al. in their article " Not quite over the rainbow", socialization plays a large role 

in heteronormativity as it is the identities, behavior, and ideologies caretakers present to their 

children that lay the foundation for how the children form their own identities (162). Judith 

Butler explains in Gender Trouble that gender is a reality that is "created through sustained social 

performances" (180) and that gender is not something we are but something we do. In 

"(Re)reading queerly", Veronica Hollinger states that "the 'feminine' is a role and that 'genuine 

womanliness' is always a character-part, constituted in performance" (28), and this performance 

is scripted and regulated by cultural and social arrangements. It is therefore vital to acknowledge 

the importance of the social (and cultural) surroundings as it is the heteronormative socialization 

that helps shape an individual's gender. 

In Carve the Mark, the existence of heteronormative socialization within the Shotet 

society becomes evident when examining Cyra's relationships with her family. Within Cyra's 

narrative, she expresses admiration for her mother and that she wants to be like her. She presents 

her mother as a beautiful woman adored by the people, loved by Cyra's tyrant father, and 

respected by other high-ranking officials. Cyra's description of her mother affirms the norm that 

girls and young women should be objects by focusing on her appearance and by presenting the 

regard of others (men) as important in how her mother should be evaluated. That her mother 

expects Cyra to accept being an object is evident when Cyra states that her mother tells her, 

"today is the first day the most Shotet will lay eyes on you, not to mention the rest of the galaxy. 

The last thing we want is for them to fixate on your hair. By fixing it up, we make it invisible. 

Understand?" (Roth 38). This tells Cyra that her individuality is not desirable. The focus of those 

who see her should be on her position in the family (daughter) and not on her as an individual. 

Cyra's socialization is achieved by her mother projecting these ideologies and beliefs and 

therefore laying the foundation for Cyra's own identity. 

The relationship between Cyra and her mother is loving, caring, and when Cyra develops 

her currentgift, her mother seeks throughout the galaxy for someone or something that can help 

Cyra with her pain. When Cyra's currentgift accidentally kills her mother, she becomes 

overwhelmed with guilt and thinks she deserves the pain that her currentgift inflicts on her. Since 

Cyra's identity is founded on her mother's ideologies that women should be objects and be 

regarded by others, Cyra is afraid of the retribution she might face when all who loved her 
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mother find out she is the reason for her death. In comparison, Cyra's father and brother would 

kill without any consideration to any kind of retribution. Cyras' fear is later reinforced by her 

brother, who threatens to expose her secret to the people of Shotet. The characteristics of Cyra 

being dull-witted, subordinate to men/males, and seeming weak are normalized gender 

characteristics of a young girl. By having Cyras' character begin at this end of the spectrum, her 

growth as a woman and protagonist becomes greater and more profound; however, it is these 

traits and characteristics that are her foundation which she returns to when anchoring herself with 

normative values later in the novel.    

After Cyra's mothers' death, her socialization is forcibly shifted over to the males of her 

family. The ideology that Cyra is inferior to her father and brother is demonstrated in their 

relationships. Cyra's relationship with her father is nonexistent as her father only called on her 

brother and never her. Cyra's father, a tyrant and high-ranking military man shows no interest in 

his daughter and only in his son, whom he is grooming to be the next leader. The patriarchal 

structure is reinforced by the father grooming the firstborn son to be his successor and ignores the 

daughter/female of the family.  

This male superiority is also seen in The Giver. Even if The Giver is seemingly portraying 

an equal society and promotes "sameness," it has cast two light-skinned males as the heroes, 

Jonas and the Giver, who both are portrayed as the only two strong enough to stand up against the 

Elders and the society (Rowland 16). This reinforces the notion of hierarchy and male 

superiority. This male superiority can be seen in both Carve the Mark and The Giver as 

juxtaposed to the 'female weakness' and thereby gaining its power. In other words, the males gain 

their superiority by repressing females and making them look "weak" in order to make 

themselves look 'strong'. This idea is supported in Steffanie Rowland's essay by arguing the fact 

that the first individual training to be the receiver of memories was a female, Rosemary. 

Rosemary not being able to bear it all and asked to be "released" (Lowry 143) indicates that a 

female is weaker than Jonas, the male (Rowland 16-17). Having a female fail at something a 

male does relatively easy reinforces male superiority over females. 

Male superiority is also seen in The Left Hand of Darkness by having the main 

protagonist be a human male that projects heteronormative structures onto non-human characters. 

Le Guin's novel may depict a society without gender; however, the narration and focalization 

from Genly Ai, a human male, leaves the male gaze intact. When Estraven invites Ai to his home 

https://d.docs.live.net/d8e983f6df3f8d23/Dokument/analysis%20re-do%20part%201%2023%20june.docx#_msocom_3
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for dinner, Ai is skeptical about why Estraven has asked him. Ai ponders on his inability to read 

the Gethuenian people and compares them to animals. "Can one read a cat's face, a seal's, an 

otter's? Some Gethuenians, I thought, are like such animals, with deep, bright eyes that do not 

change expression when you speak" (Le Guin 11). As Gethuenians are free from gender, it 

becomes impossible for Ai to establish superiority because his superiority is based on one gender 

being 'above' another. Ai then chooses to compare Gethuenians to animals, placing himself as a 

human 'above' the Gethuenians. Ai shows (male) superiority as humans are stated to be superior 

to animals. The choice of animals is also significant as they all are small, 'cute,' and non-

threatening to humans. Cats, seals, and otters are all perceived as animals on the lower end of the 

food chain. This indicates that Ai perceives the Gethuenians as weaker and 'less than' himself. 

Genly Ai’s male gaze might be evident to the experienced reader; however, what becomes 

interesting is if the reader uncritically accepts this gaze due to its heteronormativity. Genly Ai 

might be precieved as “one of us” and his (heteronormative) male gaze could go unchallenged or 

uncritizied which supports Hollingers statement on heteronormativity being embedded in fiction 

and left unquestioned (23-24).   

Due to the focalization and narration of Genly Ai, the male superiority of 

heteronormativity is still visible in a society without gender. One such instance is when Ai is 

describing "Estraven's performance hade been womanly, all charm and tact and lack of substance, 

specious and adroit" (Le Guin 9). Another instance is in a conversation between Ai and his 

superintendent: Ai projects his heteronormative values onto the superintendent as he states 

him/her to be feminine and must therefore have children. "He was so feminine in his looks and 

manner that I once asked him how many children he had. He looked glum. He had never borne 

any. He had, however, sired four." (Le Guin 40). Ai's heteronormative gaze shines through as he 

finds the superintendent to be feminine when being androgynous, i.e., he/she is neither – and his 

parenthood is, in fact, as a father. It is Genly Ai's heteronormative socialization that colors his 

way of perceiving the gender-free Gethuenians. Ai even admits his gaze when saying "I tried to, 

but my efforts took the form of self-consciously seeing a Gethuenian first as a man, then as a 

woman, forcing him into those categories so irrelevant to his nature and so essentially my own." 

(Le Guin 9). 

Ai's (prior) cultural and social surroundings have shaped his eye and idea of who he is in 

regard to others and himself. This illustrates that performativity needs both context and 
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circumstance to be interpreted correctly and that narration and focalization are important to 

consider.  

In Carve the Mark, the focalization and narration come mostly from Cyra, a female. Cyra 

narrates an unwillingness to hold her fathers' hand because she was afraid of him but does so 

anyway because "my father was the sort of man a person just obeyed." (Roth 41). By having Cyra 

be submissive and fear her father, the novel makes the reader perceive the father as farther up the 

hierarchy ladder because of Cyras' low placement on the same ladder. Her placement on the 

hierarchy ladder reinforces the characteristics of a (young girl) female by having her fear and 

obey the male. The reader perceives Cyra as someone with 'low placement' only because that is 

the way she perceives herself.    

Cyra does transgress the normative gender role when she later grows into a skilled fighter 

who can strategize, make demands, and even kill; all activities that challenge stereotypical female 

traits. However, she is also depicted as 'uncommonly unfeminine' when she is said to be tall, has 

broad shoulders, thick thighs, and a small chest. These characteristics move Cyra away from 

femininity and towards the masculine border. Cyra wears loose-fitting clothes and feels 

uncomfortable showing skin. A typical feminine marker is to wear clothes that accentuate the 

'female form,' and when Cyra chooses loose-fitting clothes, she transgresses into 'masculine 

territory.' This transgression makes her a 'tom-boy' more than a 'girly girl.' The depiction of Cyra 

makes her more 'masculine' and, therefore easier for the reader to comprehend as strong. 

Veronica Hollinger showcases Joan Riviere's 1929 case study "Womanliness as a Masquerade": 

Riviere is quoted as having stated, "the concept of womanliness as a mask" (Hollinger 27), which 

is explained by Hollinger that "femininity" is a role; "'genuine womanliness' is always a 

character-part"(27). This mask and role-playing is a performance that is necessary "to hide the 

possession of masculinity"(Riviere quoted in Hollinger 27). By depicting Cyra with more 

masculine markers, it becomes more comprehensible and acceptable to the reader that she is 

strong both physically and emotionally. This indicates that for a female character to be genuinely 

strong, she must possess a certain number of masculine markers. Riviere states that the nature of 

the masquerade of femininity is essentially a self-protective one (Hollinger 29). "Femininity 

mobilized to protect the 'masculine' woman from retribution for assuming that which does not 

naturally belong to her" (Hollinger 29 italics in original). In other words, since Cyra is a female, 



22 

 

she is not 'entitled' to the masculine marker known as 'strong,' and therefore, she must transgress 

into ''masculine territory' to be accepted as such.   

As stated previously by Green-Barteet and Coste, women characters can only transgress 

gender norms as long as they anchor themselves with normative values. Cyra transgresses gender 

norms, however, only superficially as she falls into normative traits when she is considered to be 

at her strongest. As Cyra is on her way to a meeting with government officials as the sovereign of 

Shotet, she is sought out by another female character;  

"' We could talk about it you know,' Teka said. 'Him (Akos) leaving like that? Not so 

much as a goodbye? We could talk about it, if you… you know. Needed to.' Not so much as a 

goodbye. He had decided I wasn't worth that basic decency. I clenched my jaw. 'No,' I said, 'we 

can't.' If I talked about it, I would want to scream, and this coat was too tight around my ribs for 

that." (Roth Fates Divide 225). 

Van der Toorn et al. explain that because of the construction of gender roles, as a means 

to reinforce heteronormativity, the coupling is made to be complementary (162). In other words, 

neither woman nor man is 'complete' without a relationship with the opposite sex. Cyra expresses 

this heteronormative trait by becoming obsessive over why Akos does not admit his feelings for 

her the way she wants him to."He was knocking me down, again and again, every time that he 

didn't say what I wanted him to say- that he chose me, that he wanted this, that he knew it, that 

fate was irrelevant" (Roth Fates Divide 133). "' What I mean is,' I said,' are we together, or am I 

just some kind of… warden again, only it's fate keeping you prisoner this time, instead of my 

brother?'" (Roth Fates Divide 131). The stereotypical 'why will he not love me' rant anchors Cyra 

in the heteronormative structure that she is not complete without a male counterpart.  

 

Heteronormativity and relationships 

When analyzing if the characters within the novels are truly or only superficially queer, it is 

essential to look at the relationships and the gender performativity within the relationships. Since 

heteronormativity has worked its way into relationships regardless of the constellation, it is an 

entangled subject to analyze. However, by using Butler's theory of gender performativity, this 

section will attempt to distinguish the level of heteronormativity found within the characters and 

their relationships. 
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Heteronormativity believes heterosexuality to be the 'default' sexual orientation and that 

there are only two genders: one male and therfore masculine and one female and therefore  

feminine. Since Butler's theory of gender performativity is used in this analysis, it is important to 

remember that gender does not equal sex. It is within this frame we can see heteronormative 

gender expressions within a relationship that is non-heterosexual. In other words, gender-fixed 

expressions can be found in relationships regardless of the sexual constellation. 

Even though science fiction is regarded as an "overwhelmingly straight discourse" 

(Hollinger 24 italics in original), it provides a space to question and explore anti-normativity. 

Wickens states that "authors have sought to promote inclusion of non-normative sexual and 

gender identities and to present such characters as positive, ordinary, cool, even normal" (153).  

Šporčič lists a number of feminist science fiction authors not afraid of challenging gender roles, 

such as Joanna Russ, Octavia E. Butler, and Ursula K Le Guin (59).  

Roth accomplishes this inclusion by showing a female soldier in the narrative. "I 

narrowed my eye at him, then called for the guard standing in the hallway. She came at my 

urging, bobbing her head to me when she arrived in the doorway" (Roth 88). Roth places a 

female in a predominantly male profession as a soldier and a guard (or protector) to promote non-

normative structures.  

Similarly, The Giver has cast female characters in predominantly male professions. In this 

particular family unit, the (female) mother is presented as a hard-working lawyer, a normatively 

male profession. "His mother moved to her big desk and opened her briefcase; her work never 

seemed to end, even if she was home in the evening" (Lowry 11). These characteristics are often 

associated with males/men but are shown here in a female. In the reverse role is the male, the 

father, when he is sending his youngest child to bed. "Here you are, Lily-Billy, he said. I'll come 

help you remove your hair ribbons" (Lowry 11). These characteristics are typically found as 

female but are shown here in a male. Natalie Brandstedt notes in her essay that by giving Jonas's 

father the position as a Nurturer, Lowry challenges traditional gender roles (14). Lowry has 

created a balance between the traditional gender roles by reversing them and having females in 

predominantly male professions and vice versa. However, there are no male characters cast in 

predominantly female professions in Carve the Mark. This indicates that Roth has set out to 

elevate one gender over another and not promote equality as Lowry does in The Giver. 
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Nevertheless, Roth continues to exercise her thought experiment of society with anti-

normative structures and to test the boundaries of normativity by including a high-ranked military 

man at a gathering accompanied by his husband, and the reader is not given any explanation or 

comment about it. "I knew the names of everyone else gathered around them: Vas, of course, at 

my brother's left. His cousin Suzao Kuzar, eagerly laughing at something Ryzek had said a 

moment before; our cousin Vakrez, who trained the soldiers, and his husband, Malan, swallowing 

the rest of his drink in one gulp." (Roth 70). Not addressing same-sex marriage specifically 

indicates that there is an acceptance within the society in the novel. One could argue that just 

because this relationship is accepted does not mean that other anti-normative relationships are. 

However, one could also say that this is proof by omission. 

To maintain the balance between the characters, they both transgress the gender binary. 

Even if Roth includes anti-normative relationships and promotes non-normative structures within 

her novel, the majority of couples adhere to heteronormative structures. Sargent and Sargisson 

state that sexual norms reflect and reinforce gendered power relations (303) and that sexual 

relations in canonical utopias have been overwhelmingly heterosexual (301). In other words, by 

adhering to heterosexual relationships, gendered power relations are reinforced. Thus, just as the 

main protagonist Cyra transcends the gender binary, the sexual norms of heteronormativity are 

still supported by her seeking a heterosexual relationship with her "counterpart," Akos. However, 

one could argue that just because the female protagonist is a strong independent woman, she 

cannot be heterosexual? What is important to remember is that it is not whether she is 

heterosexual or not, but if she seeks a relationship where she loses her strong, independent self 

and falls into normative ideas as what a woman "should be," i.e., subordinate to men. Akos's 

character is depicted as strong, determined, and brave, characteristics that all adhere to the 

normative markers of a male/man. However, to provide a balance between Cyra and her 

transgression Akos possesses characteristics mirroring Cyras'. Apart from the male normative 

markers mentioned, Akos has features such as he blushes easily, he is skilled at making potions 

and poisons, and (at the beginning of the book) has a small stature. These traits are what moves 

him away from the masculine and towards the feminine border. However, Akos "grows out of" 

his traits and becomes a character that adheres to the male heteronormative markers, forcing Cyra 

to adhere to female heteronormative markers to maintain the heteronormative balance. Cyra sets 

out to save Akos, but ultimately, he saves her, and she returns back to her identity as a woman 
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inferior to men. This reinforces the notion that authors and readers alike have difficulty 

comprehending gender outside the established norm. The male needs to heroically save the 

female who is in obvious distress and unable to fend for herself in order to satisfy the 

heteronormative status quo. The need for there to be two complementary genders is an indicator 

of how strongly heteronormativity is intertwined with culture and society. If one character strays 

from normativity, the counterpart must also stray to obtain balance and meet the requirement of 

"being a counterpart" to one another. Heteronormativity demands a balance between two parts, 

one must be feminine but not always female, and one must be masculine but not always male.   

Heteronormative balance is accomplished by having two counterparts balancing one 

another. The Left Hand of Darkness shows a society where balance is obtained by eliminating 

biological and (therefore also) gender differences. According to an idea that surfaced in the 1960s 

was that "equality can only be achieved through the elimination of biological differences" 

(Merrick cited in Šporčič 60). The confinement of the biological differences becomes evident on 

Gethuen as the inhabitants are "gender fluid" and observed by a visitor confined in binary 

restrictions. Throughout the novel, Ai expresses discomfort when he believes to have offended 

Estraven because Estraven becomes distant. Estraven becomes distant because he is sexually 

attracted to Ai, but he knows that a sexual relationship is impossible as Estraven sometimes is a 

man or the fact that he is fluid most of the time. Kathy Rudy suggests that Ai would feel more 

comfortable if Estraven were either a man or a woman and that he feels uneasy because Estraven 

defies categorization (32). For an individual adhering to heteronormative structures such as Genly 

Ai, it is imperative to "be" one of two genders to be able to be balanced against another. Since Ai 

does not know what Estraven "is" he does not know how to position himself according to 

heteronormative structures and create balance.  

Kristel van Kasteren states that it is important to remember that Butler's theory on gender 

being performative is hard to implement because there are no genders in The Left Hand of 

Darkness (21). However, the lack of gender performativity in The Left Hand of Darkness 

juxtaposes the gender performativity Genly Ai is (supposedly) used to on Terra, which he 

projects onto the inhabitants of the androgynous Gethuen. In other words, even if the Gethuens 

have eliminated gender, there is a heteronormative balance upheld by Ai and his heteronormative 

values. Estraven (and all the other habitants of Gethuen) is at one end of the spectrum, and Ai is 

at the other, trying to establish a balance between the two. Rudy states that "an understanding of 
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sexuality that is very similar to that of Le Guin's imagined Gethuen has appeared in recent 

attempts to deconstruct gender" (32) and suggests that it would be beneficial if gender is thought 

of as fluid, flexible, and dependent on context (33). By doing so, the heteronormative balance can 

be challenged.  

 

Heteronormativity and reproduction 

The ultimate biological goal of a heterosexual sexual relation is to create offspring, and the 

normative structure dictates that to do so, one must engage in a heterosexual relationship. 

However, there is no need for a heterosexual relationship to be able to create offspring. Don 

Kulick states in "Queer Theory: What is it and what is it good for?" that queer theory questions 

the need for heterosexuality to be superior to all other relationships (13). One of the main 

arguments used to enforce that heterosexuality is "natural" and "the only way" is that without 

heterosexuality, the human race would end due to the decline of the population. Kulick rebuttals 

this statement by declaring that "the human race does not survive because of heterosexuality but 

because babies are born." (10). He continues by arguing that for babies to be born, the only thing 

needed is for a woman to become pregnant and how this woman becomes pregnant is not 

dependent on a heterosexual relationship or even a physical presence of a male. If reproduction is 

no longer tied to heterosexual relationships (and encounters), then both monogamy and 

heterosexuality become invalid arguments when reinforcing heteronormativity.  

All three novels handle reproduction differently; however, they all reinforce heterosexual 

relationships (and heteronormativity) unnecessarily. Roth does not address reproduction in Carve 

the Mark but does so in the sequel Fates Divide (2018). Carve the Mark is a duology, and we are 

invited to follow the characters from Carve the Mark in Fates Divide. As been shown before, 

most relationships in Carve the Mark adhere to heterosexual relationships and only address non-

heterosexual relationships in a vague manner or within non-main characters. By doing so, Roth 

includes diversity, however, only superficially as it is not a part of the main plot and characters.  

"It is important to show diversity in terms of gender and sexuality in order to resist 

emerging or already existing stereotypes about non-binary identities as homogeneous" (Šporčič 

64). Roth's diversity in relationships is only visible in the periphery of the novel; however, she 

does present diverse characters by having the narration and focalization come from a strong 

female protagonist. Even if strong female protagonists have become common in young adult 
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literature, they often buckle under the pressure of normativity. Cyra is characterized as an 

independent woman and falls into the anti-normative stereotype of not wanting to have children 

juxtaposing the stereotypical view of women and childbearing in a patriarchal system. Van der 

Toorn et al. state the patriarchal systems purpose "is to serve as means of reproduction to men, as 

their mothers, and as their wives" (162).  

In a brief moment between Cyra and another character, there is a discussion on whether 

Cyra and Akos use contraception. Cyra replies that they never had sex, which was the safest way 

not to get pregnant. The reason for not wanting to become pregnant is evident when Cyra says, 

"'You think I would risk inflicting that torture on something growing inside me? Even if it's a 

limited risk?' I shook my head. 'No'." (Roth, Fates Divide 71). The wording "something" gives 

the sense of distance between Cyra and the idea of children, which emphasizes her being anti-

normative, i.e., a female not wanting children. Roth succeeds with showing a female protagonist 

that does not seek the traditional happy ending with the "girl conforming to the guy and living 

happily ever after." By showing a female protagonist that wants to succeed on her own and not 

(only) win the affection of her male counterpart and being forthcoming with the fact that she does 

not want children, the readers are shown a character not commonly seen in young adult literature. 

Unfortunately, Roth does not give more information or details regarding Cyra and Akos's 

relationship when it (if it) evolves into a long-term relationship so, the analysis regarding Cyra's 

position within the relationship at that stage becomes impossible. 

In Lowry's novel The Giver, we are presented with a family unit that consists of two 

parental figures, one of each sex. When analyzing reproduction, it is essential to separate 

childbearing from motherhood as one can be a mother without bearing any biological children. In 

The Giver, childbearing is managed away from society and disconnects any inherent biological 

connection between the parents and the child-bearer. It is unclear how women become pregnant 

in The Giver; however, by keeping birthmothers away from society (and the family unit), Lowry 

gives us a family unit relationship that has the opportunity of children without the need for a 

heterosexual relationship to fulfill it. Lowry has constructed a scenario where a heteronormative 

relationship is not needed, yet she insists on confining the families to heteronormative structures, 

i.e., one male and one female. She has the opportunity to break free from normative structures but 

does not take it. However, Natalie Brandstedt notes that by giving Jonas's father the position as a 

Nurturer, Lowry challenges the traditional idea of mothers being the primary caretakers and 
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extends motherhood to include men (14). By including males in the concept of motherhood, 

Lowry attempts to create equality and position both parental figures as possible primary 

caretakers. However, the job as Birthmother, which is still restricted to include only females, is 

labeled as a less honorable one. By positioning a job restricted to females lower than any 

occupation available to males, Lowry reinforces the male hierarchy making it impossible for 

males to become "lower" than a female. When Lily states that she would like to be a birth 

mother, her mother reacts sharply "Lily! Don't say that. There's very little honor in that 

assignment" (Lowry 12), and we are shown that Birthmother is a "job" that is considered "less 

valued" by the inhabitants of the society. This reinforces the normative hierarchy within the 

family, with women being inferior to men as the job of Birthmother is less honorable, and women 

are the only ones who can perform it. Thus, birthmothers are kept themselves away from the eyes 

of society and are later discarded to become "workers of physical labor" (Lowry 12). "Three 

births, and that's all. After that, they are Laborers for the rest of their adult lives until the day that 

they enter the House of the Old. Is that what you want, Lily? Three lazy years, and then hard 

physical labor until you are old?" (Lowry 12). Lowry may succeed in breaking the normative 

structure regarding the hierarchy within the domestic and occupational realm by eliminating any 

domestic (boring female) jobs and positioning females in male-marked occupations and vice 

versa. Still, by placing birthmothers as a less (or least) honorable job and out of view, she 

acknowledges women as subordinate to men as female bodies are the only ones biologically 

capable of bearing children, and there is no job "lower" than a position of Birthmother.  

Heteronormativity states the need for a relationship to contain one male and one female 

for there to be children. Lowry adheres to this notion even if she removes reproduction from the 

equation. That the Elders choose the coupling partners and then reward them with children 

indicates that there is no biological need for a heterosexual relationship, yet the family units of 

The Giver are restricted to one male and one female parental figure.  

In The Left Hand of Darkness, Le Guin has created the same restriction. Even though the 

Gethuenians are androgynous, they develop female or male organs when in kemmer. Le Guin 

does not present any non-heterosexual sexual pairings during kemmer. As kemmer is not only 

seen as a means for reproduction but is a fundamental sexual need, here is no necessity for a 

heterosexual pairing. Kathy Rudy explains that many feminist utopian novels have solved the 

problem with reproduction and misogyny by eliminating men (25). However, when sexual 
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encounters are no longer tied to reproduction, sexual expressions can take on many other forms 

other than monogamy and heterosexuality (Rudy 28). The Gethuenians go into kemmer because 

of a sexual need, not a need for reproduction; therefore, the limiting coupling of the characters to 

one female and one male is unnecessary, and Le Guin states this in her essay "Is Gender 

Necessary" that she very much regretted "quite unnecessarily lock[ing] the Gethuenians into 

heterosexuality" (14). She continues stating that it was naïve of her not to consider there to be sex 

between partners of the same sex (14). Even a feminist author such as Le Guin can fall into the 

pitfall of heteronormativity in search of equality. Reproduction is a vital point when discussing 

gender deconstruction as it is one of the main biological differences between the sexes; the ability 

to bear children. By shifting childbearing from one category to all categories (or no categories), 

there is a possibility of equality between females and males. This equality can later be translated 

into non-normative relationships as there is no need for one female and one male to have a 

relationship for there to be offspring. The need is for one partner (or both) to become pregnant.   

 

Conclusion 

Carve the Mark, The Giver, and The Left Hand of Darkness are written during different periods 

and different stages of social development; however, they address similar questions when 

discussing anti-normativity and gender deconstruction. All three novels have anti-normative 

details embedded within the narrative, and they all attempt to break the heteronormative structure 

in one way or another. Unfortunately, they fail to become anything else but superficially queer.  

Carve the Mark sets out with two strong protagonists who both have anti-normative traits. 

However, they both adhere to the normative structures in the end as the characters evolve, which 

indicates that their queerness was not genuine and only superficial.  

In The Left Hand of Darkness, we are shown equality by eliminating biological 

differences altogether; as stated in Šporčič, "equality can only be achieved through the 

elimination of biological differences" (60). However, by eliminating (biological) sex in the novel, 

gender is not eliminated, and gender equality is not achieved due to the male gaze of Genly Ai 

and the detail of Le Guin fixing the kemmering couples to male/female relationships. 

The Giver attempts to break normativity by switching normative gender roles and 

eliminating domestic hierarchy; however, it still falls victim to the normative pitfall when one 

male and one female unnecessarily represent a relationship. At first glance, Lowry presents a 
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novel that offers gender deconstruction and anti-normative ideas; however, in further analysis, it 

becomes clear that Lowry does not break anti-normativity; she avoids it at all costs. Le Guin did 

fall into the normative pitfall by fixing the relationships within the characters to male and female 

coupling, and she has expressed regret for this. Unfortunately, this is something Lowry or Roth 

have not learned from.  

Heteronormativity, normativity, and gender deconstruction are complex chains to break as 

they are finely woven into every fabric of our culture and society. Even if these novels do not 

succeed in breaking free from them, they do make (some) progress. Success is in the details, and 

the small wins are important. For the young adult readers, it is essential to show a scene away 

from our normative everyday life. Even if we fall short, there is an opportunity to rise again.  
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