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Abstract

This study explores Canadian cultural identity in a selection of contemporary realistic
dark-themed Canadian Young Adult (YA) fiction: The Lottery by Beth Goobie, The Space
Between by Don Aker, The Beckoners by Carrie Mac, and Swimming in the Monsoon Sea by
Shyam Selvadurai. Using close reading, these adolescent novels are analyzed for the “bleak”
themes of disillusionment and isolation. The themes are compared to corresponding trends in
American YA literature, including self-reflection, ambiguous endings, the role of violence,
absent parents, and the forms of the socially and psychologically abject characters. The novels
are then analyzed using Canadian critical lenses adapted from John Ralston Saul’s theory of false
myths and Daniel Coleman’s theory of wry civility. The critical lenses are also linked to Dennis
Lee’s theory of inauthenticity and authenticity in Canadian culture and Northrop Frye’s
definitions of unity and uniformity. The analysis concludes that the themes of isolation and

disillusionment reflect deep engagement with authentic Canadian cultural theories.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In this introductory chapter, I locate the inspiration for my study and introduce my area of
research. I provide a summary of the research questions that I will be investigating. I locate my
research in the larger field of children’s literature, Young Adult literature, Canadian nationalism
and cultural identity. I then introduce the four contemporary realistic Canadian Young Adult
novels which are the subjects of my analysis: The Space Between by Don Aker, The Lottery by
Beth Goobie, Swimming in the Monsoon Sea by Shyam Selvadurai, and The Beckoners by Carrie
Mac. Finally, I provide a basic outline of the direction of the study and the contents of the

following chapters.

Origins of Interest

My interest in Canadian Young Adult (YA) literature started when I began to read a wide
variety of YA fiction as a pre-adolescent. As a reader, I continue to enjoy the intense emotion,
humour, and fast-paced plots found in many YA texts. At the same time, YA fiction appeals to
my academic interests because it is a relatively new genre full of ambiguities and, in the best
works of YA literature, can be very effective in challenging the reader to think about his or her
self and society in different ways.

Like my interest in YA fiction, my fascination with Canadian culture comes primarily
through my lived experiences and my introduction to the concept as a child. My strong interest
developed gradually as I became increasingly aware of the various manifestations of Canadian
culture exhibited in the communities where I grew up. As the eldest daughter of a Canadian
naval chaplain, I was fortunate to grow up all over Canada. I spent my childhood in Calgary,
Victoria, Halifax, Kingston, and Ottawa, in addition to living for many years on the Canadian
Forces Base at Lahr, Germany. Living on bases felt like living in a very condensed version of
Canada, one that emphasized bilingualism, the various geographic regions and the hardworking,
caring people.

Defining my own Canadian identity became very important early in my childhood when I
moved to Lahr, Germany. My community in Lahr was primarily composed of German civilians
and displaced Canadian Armed Forces families. I lived in Lahr from the age of four until just
before my ninth birthday. While the Canadians there were members of the German culture in
many ways, we also held on to our Canadian nationality, attending Canadian-Forces-run schools,

churches, and community activities. In Germany I grew to be a proud Canadian while only really
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knowing my German home. Understanding Canadian culture became very important to me
because I had to consciously construct what it meant for me to be Canadian while being removed
from the geographic base.

Since many of the younger Canadian children at Lahr could barely remember Canada, my
parents and other adults tried to familiarize us with Canada and make us children conscious
Canadians. Hence, Canadian mythology became a large part of my deliberately constructed
Canadian identity from an early age. My parents and teachers fostered my Canadian identity with
literature. I realize now that as a young child I was exposed to more Canadian children’s
literature than most of my peers who spent their entire childhood in Canada. This literature
helped prepare me for the closing of the Lahr base in 1994 and my subsequent move to
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. Moving to Canada, I experienced minor culture shock, but the
children’s literature I had read helped prepare me for my Canadian ‘home.” Hence, the effect of
literature on the development of my Canadian identity was what made me interested in studying
Canadian culture in children’s literature. Taking my own roots from so many of Canada’s
regions and as a Canadian abroad, I know there is not one simple and homogenous Canadian
identity, but my experiences also tell me there are underlying commonalities, values, and beliefs
that unite Canadians. My interest in studying the complexities of Canadian culture and my love
of children’s and YA literatures are rooted in my experiences of trying to understand my own

Canadian identity. They are the origins of this study.

Research Statement Discussion

The central subject of my thesis is the expression of Canadian culture in works of dark-
themed, contemporary, realistic Canadian Young Adult fiction for older adolescent readers. My
focus is on books which depict characters that experience extreme disillusionment and isolation,
often through violence and bullying. It is my intention to look at my primary texts using
Canadian cultural theories to analyze if the dark themes could be interpreted as representations of
issues and themes that are specifically Canadian, and therefore, expressions of Canadian culture,
or if they are simply reflective of the North American YA genre.

It should be noted that in this study I examine only primary works that were originally
published in English. I realize that, by doing so, I am falling into the popular critical fallacy of
equating “Canadian” literature with anglophone cultural production, while ignoring francophone
cultural production. I have chosen to limit my focus to English language texts to trace the

connections among dark-themed American YA fiction and English Canadian culture. I believe



that French language texts would probably show a different relationship to the dark-themed
American YA publishing, as several Canadian literature critics have pointed to the significant
differences in the literature produced by English and French Canadians. Although beyond the
scope of this study, I acknowledge that further research in this subject, looking at Canadian
culture from a comparative literary perspective that examines both French and English language
Young Adult texts would be valuable.

In looking at English Canadian theories and culture, I will explore the theories of
dismantling false myths of identity and the dangers of uniformity versus unity in the construction
of identity. Specifically, I analyze the first two Canadian YA novels using a critical perspective
adapted from John Ralston Saul’s discussion of the false myths in Canadian society, which I
have taken from Saul’s 2008 book, 4 Fair Country: Telling Truths About Canada. 1 situate
Saul’s theoretical perspective in the tradition of Canadian cultural criticism by suggesting that
his argument can be understood as a modern reimagining of Dennis Lee’s definition of authentic
Canadian writing found in Lee’s 1974 article, “Cadence, Country, Silence: Writing in Colonial
Space,” and then apply his theories to the analysis of two Canadian YA novels: The Lottery by
Beth Goobie and The Space Between by Don Aker. I next analyze the second pair of novels—
Swimming in the Monsoon Sea by Shyam Selvadurai and The Beckoners by Carrie Mac—using
Daniel Coleman’s theory of wry civility in Canadian literature, found in his 2006 text, White
Civility: The Literary Project of English Canada and in his 2007 article “From Canadian Trance
to TransCanada: White Civility to Wry Civility in the CanLit Project,” and consider how
Coleman’s theories regarding Canadian civility share a similar theoretical basis with Northrop
Frye’s distinction between unity, uniformity and identity. This should allow me to thoroughly

explore my research questions.

Research Questions

In this study, I will be examining a number of questions, specifically:

1. How is Canadian cultural identity transmitted in a selection of contemporary realistic
Canadian Young Adult novels?

2. How is the theme of isolation constructed in a selection of contemporary realistic
Canadian Young Adult novels, and what connections are evident between this theme and
Canadian culture? Is this theme simply a characteristic of contemporary realistic Young

Adult fiction in North America?



3. How is the theme of disillusionment constructed in a selection of contemporary realistic
Canadian Young Adult novels, and what connections are evident between this theme and
Canadian culture? Is this theme simply a characteristic of contemporary realistic Young
Adult fiction in North America?

4. Does the reoccurring presence of false myths and wry civility in a selection of
contemporary realistic Canadian Young Adult works indicate important issues in
Canadian culture?

5. How does a selection of contemporary realistic Canadian Young Adult works reflect the

theories of John Ralston Saul, Dennis Lee, Daniel Coleman, and Northrop Frye?

Significance of This Study

Since Young Adult (YA) literature in Canada is a fairly new genre, there is very little
existing scholarship that applies Canadian cultural theory to the analysis of YA texts. My
research will situate Canadian YA literature (specifically Canadian contemporary realistic YA
fiction) within broader Canadian literary and cultural fields. I will draw on the writings of
cultural theorists like John Ralston Saul and on literary theorists like Daniel Coleman, Northrop
Frye, and Dennis Lee to inform my analysis of the construction of the Canadian culture and
psyche in Young Adult literature.

While my focus is on Canadian cultural theory, I will also discuss postmodern,
psychological, feminist, and postcolonial approaches to literary criticism in my literature review.
I show the deep roots of the ideas presented by contemporary theorists John Ralston Saul and
Daniel Coleman, as I connect their works to older texts by Northrop Frye and Dennis Lee, and
apply those theories to my analysis of contemporary realistic Canadian Young Adult fiction. I
use these critical lenses to explore the connection between the dark themes found in
contemporary realistic Canadian Young Adult fiction as it relates to contemporary Canadian
culture and literature, and to the cultural theories of the previous generation of Canadian critics.

My analysis and close reading of the primary texts will engage with and add to existing
scholarship as I analyze dark-themed Canadian YA fiction and explore how its gritty realism is
related to the trends that have been observed separately in both North American YA dark-themed

fiction and Canadian cultural criticism.



Synopses of the Primary Texts

Aker, Don. The Space Between. Toronto: Harper Canada, 2007.

This novel chronicles the literal journey of Jace, an 18-year-old Greek-Canadian from
Halifax, as he vacations with his family on the Mayan Riviera. Recently betrayed by his now ex-
girlfriend, Jace is on a mission to lose his virginity. He is also trying to forget his older brother
Stefan’s recent suicide. He is accompanied on the trip by family members absorbed in their own
worlds: his younger brother Lucas, who has an autism spectrum disorder, his aunt, who is
dealing with her husband’s infidelity, and his mother, who, like Jace is distracted by her grief
over Stefan’s death. While trying to forget his problems, Jace forms an unlikely friendship with
Connor, a handsome Dalhousie Torrents hockey star, and meets Kate, a promising new love
interest. As Conner and Jace grow closer, Jace tells Conner about his brother’s death. In a
graphic and emotionally charged flashback, Jace remembers finding his brother’s body after he
shot himself.

Later, when Jace wakes up to find Conner naked in his bed, Conner tells Jace his own
closely guarded secret: he is gay. Conner mistakenly thought Jace was also gay. Conner’s
seemingly perfect life turns out to be a facade. He reveals how his closeted lifestyle has led to
depression and alcohol abuse. At the same time, Conner refuses to publicly acknowledge his
sexuality because he fears that it would shatter his dreams of playing in the NHL. Conner’s
struggle with keeping his sexuality a secret brings Jace back to the secret that has been the
undercurrent of the book: his older brother Stefan’s suicide. Like Conner, Stefan was an
excellent hockey player. Jace feels he should have realized that Stefan was going to kill himself,
because the night before he committed suicide, Stefan uncharacteristically gave Jace all of his
hockey equipment. When Jace decides to tell his secret to his mother, he learns she too is battling
her own guilt. Ironically, Jace’s mother discloses to him that Stefan had come to her before he
killed himself and told her he was gay. She reacted poorly and told Stefan he was confused and
to forget about it.

As Jace returns to Halifax, his relationship with his parents is improving, and his aunt has
decided to leave her husband. However, some problems have no happy resolution. Stefan is still
dead, Conner is still depressed, an alcoholic, and closeted, and it looks as if his friendship with
Jace has probably ended. Hence, in its treatment of adolescent relationships, family dynamics,

suicide, and homophobia, this book clearly qualifies as a dark-themed Young Adult novel.



Goobie, Beth. The Lottery. Victoria: Orca, 2004.

In Saskatoon Collegiate high school there is a secret “Shadow Council,” an elite group of
chosen students, who rule the school through fear and intimidation. Every year, Shadow Council
holds a lottery, in which a student victim is chosen to act as the council’s slave and to be shunned
by the entire student population. The students accept the role of the lottery winner because it
provides them with the security of knowing that there is always someone below them on the
school hierarchy. When grade ten student Sally (Sal) Hanson is chosen as the year’s lottery
winner, she tries to resist, refusing to take on the role of scapegoat. Sal quickly realizes the
difficulty of resisting Shadow Council as her closest friends begin acting as if she does not exist.

The novel is full of disturbing acts of violence and abuse that are orchestrated by Shadow
Council. As part of the victim’s duties, Sal must facilitate Shadow Council’s bullying by
delivering their instructions to chosen students. Using the students as their puppets, Shadow
Council exerts its power by organizing a terror campaign and ordering selected students to
perform abusive or humiliating tasks.

In addition to the emotional trauma of being the lottery winner, Sal is haunted by the
suicide of her father, which occurred when she was eight years old. In numerous vivid
flashbacks, Sal remembers being with her father when he drove his car into a tree, smearing his
brains over the windshield. The stress of being a social outcast and the school victim triggers Sal
to recover the repressed memories of her father’s suicide. She remembers that immediately
before he drove the car into the tree, she told her father that she hated him. Sal felt responsible
for her father’s death. Later, she learns that her father had serious personal problems and he had
planned on killing himself long before Sal said she hated him. Sal realizes that she is only the
school victim and her father’s murderer if she accepts the roles. She comes to understand that the
greater question she is being asked is “Who could I be if I wasn’t always so afraid?”” The defined
roles of Shadow Council, its subjects, and the victim are often horrific and cruel, but they
provide each student with an escape from the need to choose his or her own course of action and
define his or her own life.

Luckily, Sal’s isolation ends as a boy named Brydan and a high-functioning autistic girl
named Tauni decide to befriend Sal in defiance of Shadow Council’s dictatorship. While Shadow
Council remains, for the most part, intact, and there is the expectation that a new lottery winner
will be chosen next year, Sal and her friends have chosen to remove themselves from its dictates.

The once totalitarian power of Shadow Council appears to have weakened because, although Sal



and her friends will be relegated to the lowest rung on the school’s social ladder, it seems that

Shadow Council will have to leave them alone.

Mac, Carrie. The Beckoners. Victoria: Orca, 2004.

When fifteen-year-old Zoe moves to Abbotsford B.C. with her dysfunctional mother
Alice and preschool-aged sister Cassey, she is prepared for another short stay. Her mother, too
consumed with the dramas of her love life, hands off most of the responsibility of raising her
younger daughter to Zoe. In her new school, Zoe falls into a dangerous clique of girls called the
Beckoners, named after its leader Beck. The group’s members—Beck, Heather, Jazz, Lindsay
and Janika—violently bully other students. Their primary target is April, whom they have called
‘Dog’ since kindergarten. April does not fit into the norms of the youth culture with her
fundamentalist evangelical Christian values, her homophobia, and her old dog “Shadow” that has
been her constant companion since she was young. The Beckoners is a volatile group that
respects cruelty. Before Zoe can distance herself from the clique, she is violently initiated into
the gang with a branding ceremony. While she is morally against the cruel behaviour of the
Beckoners, she chooses not to stand up to them, at first out of a desire to appease the social gods
at her new school, and then out of fear of how they will react. When Zoe witnesses a Beckoner’s
rape by one of the gang’s male friends, and then sees the group cover up the crime, she finds a
way out.

As Zoe develops a friendship with April, and her classmates, Simon, Theo, and Leaf, she
increasingly fears for her safety. She begins to comprehend the danger of the gang when she
realizes the branding ritual that initiates the Beckoners is a reenactment of the violence shown by
Beck’s father. Beck is creating a violent new family using the tools given to her by her abusive
relationship with her father.

The novel is inspired by the 1997 murder of Reena Virk in Victoria, B.C. The murder is
referenced in the text, when Leaf tells April “They could’ve killed you! You want to be another
Reena Virk?” (Mac 198). The events of the murder are also alluded to in a terrifying scene when
the Beckoners attack April and almost kill her. Zoe saves April but the violence does not end. As
a warning to April to keep her attackers’ identities secret, the Beckoners kill Shadow and hang
him from a tree in her backyard. April, Zoe, Leaf, Simon and Theo decide they must put a stop to
the violence before April is killed. With the help of April’s family, the group fakes April’s death

and spreads the word that she left a note blaming the Beckoners. The plan works, and the



Beckoners turn themselves in to the police. It is assumed that they are no longer a threat to Zoe,

April or anyone else.

Selvadurai, Shyam. Swimming in the Monsoon Sea. Toronto: Tundra, 2005.

At the beginning of monsoon season in 1980 Sri Lanka, fourteen-year-old Amrith is
looking forward to a boring summer holiday, working for his Uncle and practising for his boys’
school production of Othello. Amrith’s estranged uncle and cousin Niresh arrive from Canada.
The visit from his family forces Amrith to confront his homosexuality, his relationship with his
adopted family, and the truth regarding his biological parents’ abusive marriage and tragic
deaths.

Amrith comes to understand his homosexuality when he shares a room with his older,
attractive cousin. This is crystallized for the reader in explicit passages regarding Niresh’s body
and Amrith’s sexual arousal. His confused love for his cousin grows out of control when Niresh
and Mala, Amrith’s adoptive sister, become romantically involved. Enraged by jealousy and
confused about his relationships with his cousin and adopted family, Amrith tries to drown Mala
in the Monsoon sea.

Interwoven in the plot are themes of belonging and the mixing of cultures. There are
numerous subtle references to the lasting effects of British and Dutch colonization on Sri Lanka,
from the architectural style of the buildings in Colombo to the social organization based on race.
At the same time, as Amrith’s infatuation with Niresh grows, the reader learns more about
Niresh’s own story through Amrith’s eyes. For Canadian readers, Niresh becomes a lens to
reflect on contemporary Canadian society. Niresh’s experiences draw critical attention towards
the difficulties of multiculturalism in Canada. When Amrith first meets Niresh, his older cousin
capitalizes on his exoticism as a westerner in his relationships with females and implies that he
lives a privileged life back in Toronto. Amrith sees flaws in Niresh’s story that suggest he is not
truthfully representing his life in Canada. Amrith eventually discovers Niresh wanted to go to Sri
Lanka in an attempt to find somewhere he belonged. In Canada, Niresh has a troubled life. His
mother has remarried a man whom he does not get along with, he has a difficult relationship with

his father, and he is bullied because of his race.

A Note on the “Canadianness” of the Chosen Texts Set Outside of Canada

Many Canadian children’s literature scholars and critics agree with Donn Kushner’s

statement: “the story [in Canadian children’s literature] should be able to take place in this



country and probably not in another one” (qtd. in Nodelman, “What’s Canadian” 31). As
suggested by my selection of two primary titles, Swimming in the Monsoon Sea and The Space
Between, which are set almost entirely in countries outside of Canada, I do not agree with this
viewpoint. I believe that the fact that the authors of these novels are Canadian citizens makes
their creative output identifiably Canadian, regardless of their settings. However, as cultural
identity extends beyond an author’s citizenship, it is helpful to examine some of the other ways
that these books can be described as Canadian in order to later examine the interplay between
international trends in Young Adult publishing and in Canadian culture and literature.

The two novels with male protagonists, Swimming in the Monsoon Sea and The Space
Between, are set in locations outside of Canada. In The Space Between, Canadian settings occur
only in flashbacks and in Jace’s reflection at the end of the novel. However, although its
characters are physically located in Mexico, they are only visitors. All of the primary and
secondary characters, including Jace and his family, Conner and his friends, and Kate are
Canadians living in Nova Scotia, where they return at the end of the novel. The author, Don
Aker, lives in Nova Scotia. Furthermore, all the primary issues that are dealt with in the book are
not organic to Mexico. Instead, Mexico is a neutral middle ground where the characters confront
issues that are shaping their lives in Canada, such as Jace’s breakup with his girlfriend and his
desire to lose his virginity, Stefan’s suicide, the homophobia and pressure to conform to
stereotypes that men (and especially male athletes) face in Canadian society, the impact of
Luke’s autism spectrum disorder on the family relationship, the unique role of Jace and his
brothers as Greek-Canadians and the first generation of their family born in Canada, and Jace’s
strained relationship with his parents. Hence, there are many defining elements that make 7he
Space Between a Canadian novel.

Defining the Canadianness of Swimming in the Monsoon Sea is more problematic. The
novel is set entirely in Sri Lanka, with a Sri Lankan focal character. Despite these elements,
Swimming in the Monsoon Sea won the 2006 Canadian Library Association Young Adult
Canadian Book Award and was a finalist for the Governor General’s Literary Award for
Children’s Literature text, one of the most prestigious Canadian literary prizes. This recognition
shows that Canadian literary critics and librarians who participated in the award juries, and who
play vital roles in creating the canon of Canadian YA fiction, believe this book to be an
exemplary work of Canadian YA literature.

Thematically, aside from the issues of wry civility, which I will examine in Chapter 5,

Swimming in the Monsoon Sea is an excellent example of Canadian Young Adult literature



because it alludes to the important issues surrounding Canada’s ‘mosaic’ multiculturalism
through the vehicle of international experiences. In its construction, the novel reflects Canada’s
multicultural society in the background of the author and the implied reader. Selvadurai is a
Canadian citizen who emigrated from Sri Lanka, and his novel has an implied Canadian
audience. The implied Canadian reader is suggested by in-text glossing and explanatory
information about Sri Lanka, such as the reference to “the Tamil capital of Jaffna, in the north of
Sri Lanka” (Selvadurai 30). The implied Canadian reader is also revealed through the dramatic
irony in international misconceptions of Canada. Hence, it is clear that Swimming in the

Monsoon Sea, like The Space Between, is an example of Canadian literature.

Overview of the Thesis Chapters

“Chapter 1: Introduction,” sets out my origins of interest, discusses the research statement of
this study, lists the research questions, explains the significance of this study, provides synopses
of the primary texts, and includes this overview of the thesis chapters.

“Chapter 2: Literature Review,” provides a background of important critical and theoretical
literatures with a focus on three main sub-sections: Young Adult literature, Canadian
(postcolonial) literary theories, and the abject.

In the following chapter—“Chapter 3: Methodology”— definitions are provided for key
terms in this study. There is an explanation of the methodology used to define the sample pool
for the selection of the primary texts. Chapter 3 also details the critical framework used in this
study and explains the structure of the analysis in the subsequent chapters.

“Chapter 4: Disillusionment and Confronting False Myths in The Lottery and The Space
Between” begins by showing how disillusionment is constructed in The Lottery and The Space
Between. Then, the associations between these examples of disillusionment and trends and
characteristics of contemporary dark-themed American YA fiction are explored. The
disillusionment in the primary texts is then reexamined using the Canadian critical lens of false
myths.

“Chapter 5: Isolation and Wry Civility in The Beckoners and Swimming in the Monsoon
Sea,” follows a similar structure of analysis as Chapter 4. It begins with an exploration of how
isolation is constructed in The Beckoners and Swimming in the Monsoon Sea, followed by an
interrogation of how these examples of isolation relate to contemporary dark-themed American
YA Fiction, and the application of the Canadian critical lens of wry civility to the isolation in the

primary texts.
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In “Chapter 6: Conclusions,” the research questions are restated and the conclusions are
presented and discussed. This chapter also contains a discussion on the limitations of this study
and implications for further research.

Following Chapter 6, there is the bibliography, divided into primary and secondary works.
Finally, there is an attached appendix, listing the works of contemporary realistic Canadian YA

fiction considered for the primary texts.

Summary

This introductory chapter has outlined the inspiration for my study and introduced the
focus of my research, including my research questions, and the primary texts I will be analyzing.
In the next chapter, “Chapter 2: Literature Review,” I provide the theoretical background for my

study, focusing on Young Adult literature and Canadian postcolonial theories.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

In this chapter, I introduce the theoretical background for my study. I begin by providing
an overview of Young Adult (YA) literature in which I describe the current critical opinion
regarding how YA literature is identified and mention the debate between defining YA as a
literary genre or an age-based classification. I then explore the subgenres of realistic YA fiction
and dark-themed fiction, followed by a brief discussion of Canadian YA literature. In the second
major subject area of my literature review, I examine postcolonial Canadian literary theories. I
begin this section by describing Atwood’s survival theory and Atwood and Frye’s discussion of
the garrison mentality. Although I do not directly use Atwood’s survival theory or the garrison
mentality in my later textual analysis, they are relevant to this literature review because they
provide the ideological foundations for many contemporary Canadian Postcolonial theories. I
then outline Frye’s concepts of unity and uniformity, as well as the role of scapegoats in
literature, and consider recent theories of White civility and wry civility within the context of
Frye’s literary theory. Next, I consider the concepts of inauthenticity and authenticity, focusing
on Dennis Lee’s understanding of authentic Canadian writing, and explore how his ideas have
been treated in recent work by John Ralston Saul. Finally, I end my literature review by bringing
together my discussion of YA fiction and aspects of Canadian postcolonial theories through an
examination of the psychoanalytical concept of the abject in literature, which theorists such as

Karen Coats have used to examine identity, unity and civility in YA literature.
Young Adult Literature

Identifying Young Adult Literature
Defining Young Adult (YA) literature is difficult. Although almost all Young Adult

novels have an adolescent protagonist, YA literature cannot be judged by this criterion alone. As
Shelia Egoff and Judith Saltman note, “If the young-adult novel were to be defined only by the
ages of its protagonists, then most Canadian fiction for the young (especially the early works)
would fall into this category” (70). For instance, the tradition of outdoor survival stories in
children’s literature, even those meant for younger children, often required the protagonist be an
adolescent in order to have the skills necessary to survive (Egoff and Saltman 70). Furthermore,
many of the early Canadian family stories that are read by child readers, such as Anne of Green

Gables usually span several years of the child protagonist’s life, as the heroine grows from a pre-
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pubescent girl to maturity, with the adolescent years being the core of the story (Egoff and
Saltman 70). Moreover, adolescent protagonists are not unique to children’s and YA literatures:
they also feature widely in many adult novels (Egoff and Saltman 70-71).

When considering a definition of Young Adult literature, a second possibility is to look at
the age of the readership. This too poses problems. Many canonical “adult” books, like Mark
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, are read most widely in modern society by
adolescents in high school English courses (Egoff and Saltman 71). Many other popular fiction
writers for adults, such as Stephen King, George Orwell, and V.C. Andrews, also draw a large
adolescent readership. When Young Adult fiction appeared in the 1970s, its readers were
primarily adolescents in high school (Brown and Di Marzo 121). This has since changed (Brown
and Di Marzo 121). Today, children often choose to read above their age designation; many YA
novels with older teen protagonists are being read by tween (pre-adolescent) readers. Some
publishers have even revealed that YA books are intentionally being marketed to children
younger than twelve years of age (Brown and Di Marzo 121).

The author’s intended audience does not help with the definition of contemporary YA
literature. Many authors write with an adult audience in mind and are surprised when their
publishers decide to market the book as Young Adult literature. In her article, “I’m Y.A., and
I’'m O.K.,” Margo Rabb quotes Michael Cart, the former president of the Young Adult Library
Services Association, who says “The line between Y.A. and adult had become almost
transparent,” adding, “These days, what makes a book Y.A. is not so much what makes it as who
makes it — and the ‘who’ is the marketing department” (n.pag.).

Over