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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Although the condition of women in contemporary American society is 

progressively better in the last couple of decades, arguably the portrayal of women 

in contemporary American novels is still biased and unrealistic in some aspects. 

This is especially true for characters that are written by men. There are some 

exceptional male authors in the current era who can write convincing female 

characters in their works, such as John Green and the realistic portrayal of a 

teenage girl who suffers from her illness and other social problems in The Fault in 

Our Stars (2012), Jeffrey Eugenides and the relatable depiction of a woman who 

has the tendency to fix troubled men in The Marriage Plot (2011), and Ian 

McEwan with the believable representation of a childish and imaginative young 

girl in Atonement (2008) to name a few. Most of the times, however, they end up 

writing the opposite gender in a two-dimensional and stereotypical way. This 

phenomenon commonly occurs due to the lack of understanding and further 

research on women’s psychology by the authors. Instead of writing from female’s 

perspective, they tend to fixate on their own gender’s standpoint during the 

process which leads to the creation of characters who are women only on a 

superficial level. It can even be argued that female authors are generally more 

capable to fairly portray both genders in fiction compared to their fellow male 

authors. This study tries to prove whether the aforementioned problems
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are apparent from analysing the portrayal of one of the female characters within a 

contemporary American fiction written by a male author from recent era. 

Gender stereotyping has been prominent in literature for centuries up to 

the present day. This stereotyping commonly follows the norms that are 

emphasized by patriarchy. Patriarchy itself is an ideology that privileges men by 

promoting traditional gender roles. According to these roles, patriarchal men must 

be rational, strong, protective, and decisive; while patriarchal women must be 

weak, nurturing, and submissive. Said values are generally used to justify and 

maintain the male monopoly of position in economic, political, and social spheres. 

In this type of society, men purposefully hold women in powerless position by 

denying them the educational and occupational means of acquiring economic, 

political, and social power. (Tyson 2015, 86) Around the world, it is still rather 

common for men to be given more benefits in life compared to their women 

counterparts. This fact remains undoubtedly true even in the present time 

regardless whether the country is explicitly documented as a patriarchal one or 

not. As an example, in some cases such as crime conviction, men tend to be given 

significantly less punishment compared to women for similar type of crime. 

The prevailing patriarchal ideology also has tremendous effects on the 

writing of literature worldwide even in the present time. In many genres of 

literature such as mystery and crime fiction, most of the times characters within 

the work are still stereotyped based on their gender. According to Parks, 

commonly the stereotypes that are given to women characters in the 

aforementioned genres are the femme fatales who lead decent, trusting men into 

IR - PERPUSTAKAAN UNIVERSITAS AIRLANGGA

SKRIPSI WOMEN PORTRAYAL IN... MUHAMMAD RIZQAN IHNADI



3 
 

 

 

danger situations or even to their deaths; or the victims, who are violently and/or 

sexually assaulted then murdered. Meanwhile, the stereotypes for men are far 

more endearing and attractive compared to the opposite gender. They will 

probably end up as heroes who save the day by solving the mystery and rescue the 

woman, or the ruthless murderers who are emotionally unstable. (Parks 2018) 

Even though the status of equality for men and women has been improving 

over the years, the portrayal of the latter is still less favorable than the former in 

literature. As a point of comparison, the image of women in literature was 

considerably better represented in Victorian era compared to recent years. 

According to a research conducted by academics from universities of Illinois and 

California, female characters generally only occupy a quarter to a third of the 

character space in male-authored works with a stable gap for more than 200 years. 

From analysing more than a hundred thousand works of fiction published from 

1780 and up to 2007, the researchers expect a rise of female characters’ 

importance in literature around that time. Unexpectedly, their study reveals that 

there are steady decline from the 19
th

 century until the early 1960s. (Flood 2018) 

Despite over many centuries have passed since the concept of traditional 

gender roles first established by patriarchy, most of the female characters 

portrayed within fiction still act according to the existing societal norms 

regardless of their position in the story. Caroline Sims proves this point by 

analysing the strategies of two female main characters in her chosen works to 

achieve success professionally within majorly male populated field. She argues 

that the characters she has analysed still need to overtly challenge the idea of 
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womanhood in order to reach the peak of their career. (Sims 2010, 45) Following 

the theory proposed by Judith Halberstam (1998), Sims also emphasizes on how 

said characters are also essentially punished by the society due to their stance 

against the pre-established norm of womanhood. According to Halberstam’s 

concept, there are three forms of punishment which include: “psychologically, by 

being devalued, criticized and ignored; professionally, by being legally questioned 

and accused of severe incompetence; and physically, by being victims of sexual 

assault” 

There are some noticeable patterns of marginalization from observing the 

representation and characterization of women within fiction. In their study, 

Kraicer and Piper analyse around 26.000 characters from 1,300 or so novels 

published from 2001 until 2015 from various genres and examine the social 

positions of women as fictional characters, based on the extent of their presence 

within those novels to numerous types of social connectivity. Based on their 

corpus, the data generally privilege male over female, with a ratio around 60:40 

respectively in major character category. However, this ratio does not apply to 

protagonists of the analysed novels. As a matter of fact, the probability for both 

male and female to be assigned as the lead characters of the story are nearly equal 

in ratio. Kraicer and Piper’s research suggests that while issue of gender bias for 

the protagonist position has been addressed, the masculine gender evidently still 

appear far more frequent compared to the feminine counterpart among the rest of 

the character roles in fiction. This research also reveals that both male and female 

authors still have the tendency to delegate most of the character roles in their 
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narrative onto the opposite gender instead of their own. (Kraicer and Piper 2019, 

3-5) 

In this study, the object of analysis is a contemporary American novel 

titled The Darkness, written by Jason Pinter as the final part of his Henry Parker 

series. Jason Pinter is an American crime fiction author who had been nominated 

for the Thriller Award, Strand Critics Award, Barry Award, RT Reviewers Choice 

Award, Shamus Award and CrimeSpree Award. His works titled The Fury and 

The Darkness were chosen as Indie Next selections, while The Mark, The Stolen 

and The Fury, were included in The Strand’s Best Books of the Year list 

(Goodreads,. Inc n.d.). As of the time this study was written, there was no existing 

study regarding this particular literary text; whether on the same issue or different 

ones. 

The majority of the literary work is set in New York, United States during 

the same year as the first publication. During the late 2000s, even though working 

opportunities for women in the country have significantly improved, there were 

still discrimination and oppression directed towards them. As a reflection of this 

situation, the male characters in the novel are portrayed as superior than the 

females in some aspects throughout the novel. These men are seemingly capable 

of doing anything beyond their field. On the other hand, unfortunately the female 

characters are portrayed as more inferior compared to the opposite gender, even 

though some of these women clearly have more power story wise. 

The gender representation in The Darkness shows that even in literary 

works from present time, gender stereotyping still undoubtedly exists in which 
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men are clearly more privileged than women. The fact that the author of this novel 

is a male who lives in a patriarchal society like the United States does not help in 

the slightest. Feminist analysts have been criticizing this stereotypical depiction of 

the feminine gender for the last couple of centuries. Throughout the years, they 

believe that women are historically depicted as an object to male who proclaimed 

themselves as subjects. These analysts also question the privilege men have over 

women based on the societal condition and existing literary works; whether it was 

concerning the authors themselves or the characters within their works. 

(Napikoski 2019) 

In this study, the main theory used to analyse this particular novel is 

proposed by the French theorist Simone de Beauvoir based on the latest English 

translation of her most famous work The Second Sex (2011). Even though the 

topics of her essays are mainly about the situation of women in France during her 

own era, some of the ideas she has conveyed within the work are still applicable 

to the context of American society in the present era. In the book, de Beauvoir has 

stated that “[the] representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of 

men; they describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse with 

absolute truth.” (,ibid, 208) The writer wants to prove the legitimacy of her 

statement in the current context by analysing the representation of women within 

a novel written by a male author. 

The writer has found numbers of studies related to the issue discussed in 

this paper, which were published from 2015 to 2018. These related studies include 

Representation of Women to Gender Construction: Analysis of Memoar 
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Comparative Literature of A Women's Doctor and My Hiroko, The Spirit of 

Feminism Against Women Negative Stereotypes in Veronica Roth’s Divergent and 

Gender Roles and Gender Stereotypes in Four Newbery Award-Winning Books. 

One of the issues discussed in the researches is about sexual issues on female 

stereotyping that are shown from comparing two female characters of the analysed 

stories to find the relation on the idea of Feminist movement to deconstruct the 

patriarchal culture. The writer has also found a study on female characters as a 

counter to the apparent negative stereotypes within the society of the analysed 

novel. Another study has shown how gender roles and stereotypes are represented 

in the top three best-selling adolescent books in a decade. The development and 

prominence of gender equality by analysing several different books within the 

genre of children’s literature have also been discussed in one of the studies found. 

The gap that the writer has found from these studies is that most of the discussions 

mainly revolve around the traditional gender roles within the depiction of children 

and teen characters in books, while this study aims to analyse the way adult 

women are stereotyped based on their occupation and oppressed by men in the 

society. 

1.2 Statement of the Problems 

Based on the background of the study, this study formulates the following 

questions: 

1. How does the portrayal of the supporting female character Paulina Cole 

in the novel The Darkness represent women in contemporary America? 

IR - PERPUSTAKAAN UNIVERSITAS AIRLANGGA

SKRIPSI WOMEN PORTRAYAL IN... MUHAMMAD RIZQAN IHNADI



8 
 

 

 

2. How does the portrayal of the supporting female character Paulina Cole 

in the novel The Darkness reinforce the patriarchal values within the 

contemporary American society? 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

 Based on the statement of the problems, the writer determines the 

objectives as follows: 

1. To find out how the portrayal of the supporting female character Paulina 

Cole in the novel The Darkness represent women in contemporary 

America. 

2. To find out how the portrayal of the supporting female character Paulina 

Cole in the novel reinforce the patriarchal values within the 

contemporary American society. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This study has the importance for revealing how literary text as a media 

perpetuates certain ideology to its readers. This study hopefully will bring 

awareness to the common  readers that in contemporary literature, especially ones 

that are written by male authors, the traditional gender roles which privilege male 

characters and undermine the female characters are still prominent. This study 

shows that the male characters are essential subjects who can decide what they do 

with free will, while the female characters are contingent being who are dependent 

being controlled by circumstances from the start until the end of the novel. Even 

though it is not to the traditional sense, the analysed female character can also still 
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be categorized into either “good girl” or “bad girl” based on the traditional gender 

roles. This study also pushes the idea of marriage as one of the main sources of 

happiness for women. To achieve the perfect life, women need to be able to 

perfectly balance both her career and family life. This study will also be one of the 

references for English Department students in Universitas Airlangga interested in 

studying about gender representation in contemporary literature and students who 

use Feminist Criticism in their study. 

1.5 Definitions of Key Terms 

a. Contemporary Fiction:        Books [that] are made up of stories that could

 happen to real people in real settings and

 commonly takes place within the time period

 each readers are living, with things that are

 currently, or could be happening, in the same

 time period. (Malatesta 2018) 

b. Feminist Criticism: A way to analyse and describe how literary text

 portrays the male-centric narrative by observing

 the economic, social, political, and psycho

 logical aspect of the works (Purdue OWL n.d.) 

c. Patriarchal Gender:       [Woman] is determined and differentiated in

 relation to man, while he is not in relation to

 her; [S]he is the inessential in front of the

 essential [man]. [Man] is the Subject; he is
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 the Absolute. [Woman] is the Other (De

 Beauvoir 2011, 21) (Tyson 2015) 

d. Traditional Gender Roles: Men [are] rational, strong, protective, and

 decisive, while women [are] irrational or 

 emotional, weak, nurturing, and submissive 

  (Tyson 2015, 81) 

e. Women stereotype: Women can be classified as “good girls” or

 “bad girls” based on whether they accept or

 deny their traditional gender roles according

 to patriarchal values (Tyson 2015, 85). 

f. Oppression:         A situation in which people are governed in  

      an unfair and cruel way and prevented from  

      having opportunities and freedom 

  (Cambridge University Press n.d.) 
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