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Abstract 

This essay is a comparative study of The Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl: A novel. The 

study aims to give support to the argument that teenage chick lit is a heterogeneous genre. 

Initially, the background to the essay is presented and then follows a presentation of the genre 

chick lit. Next, the method that is used in this essay is explained followed by a brief summary 

of the novels. Subsequently, the comparative study of how the novels handle several topics is 

presented. The topics discussed are friendship, family bonds, the importance of appearance, 

sex, and love. The discussion of each topic emphasises similarities and differences between 

the novels. Furthermore, the significance of the differences is analysed and discussed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Contents 

 

Introduction………………………………………………………………...............................3

This is chick lit………………………………………………………...……………………...3 

The novels – a brief background…………………………………...........................................6  

Method…….……………………………………………………………….............................7 

Friendship…………………………………………………………………..............................7 

Family bonds….…………………………………………………………...............................12 

The importance of appearance………………………………………….................................16 

Sex…….………………………………………………………………...................................20 

Love…….……………………………………………………………….................................23 

Conclusion….…………………………………………………………...................................27 

Works cited….…………………………………………………………..................................29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 3 

Introduction 

When my 14-year-old daughter told me that she had finished reading The Princess Diaries in 

English, and wanted the next book in the series, I was impressed but also a little bit puzzled. 

She had only studied English for a few years and I wondered what had made her plough 

through a novel in a foreign language. Therefore, I decided to read the novel myself and also 

read some research about the genre. Quite soon, I understood that although many teenagers 

are buying chick lit the research about this literature is not extensive. Suzanne Ferriss and 

Mallory Young describe the lack of engagement in their study Chick Lit: The New Woman’s 

Fiction, “chick lit raises eyebrows and concerns. Yet for all the popular attention it has drawn, 

it has received little serious or intelligent discussion. The discourse surrounding the genre has 

been polarized between its outright dismissals as trivial fiction and unexamined embrace by 

fans” (2). Since I am going to become a teacher, tutoring teenagers, I of course want to know 

more about the literature that appeals to some of them. Consequently, I bought a number of 

other teenage chick lit novels - among them Gossip Girl. Reading this second novel made me 

realise that the genre chick lit is not simple, or single facetted, and that there can be vast 

differences between the novels within the genre. This is a view that has been put forward 

before, for example by Sarah Mlynowski and Farrin Jacobs the authors behind a handbook for 

writing chick lit, See Jane Write: A Girl’s Guide to Writing Chick Lit. They argue that, 

“Despite what you might have heard, there’s no formula for chick lit” (7). In this essay, I will 

support this argument that teenage chick lit is a heterogeneous genre. 

          My essay will provide some insight into the genre but mostly it will be concentrated as 

a comparative study of the novels The Princess Diaries by Meg Cabot and Gossip Girl by 

Cecily von Ziegesar. I will focus mainly on how the novels handle some topics that I believe 

are, more or less, important for all teenagers namely, friendship, family bonds, the importance 

of appearance, sex, and love, with a special emphasis on similarities and differences. These 

choices have also been made based on their occurrence in both novels. Furthermore, the 

significance of the differences between the novels will be analysed.  

 

This is chick lit 

Chick lit is inevitably popular culture, and with that comes the persistent discussion whether 

these novels are good or bad literature. This essay has neither the purpose nor the space to go 

into that discussion in depth, but research shows that popular culture is not to be regarded as 
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simple.1 According to John Fiske, popular culture, “has to be, above all else, relevant to the 

immediate social situation of the people” (25). Furthermore, he states that popular culture, “is 

made by the people, not imposed upon them: it stems from within, from below, not from 

above.” Clearly, Fiske does not believe in the myth that the great masses of people swallow 

popular culture mechanically. This view has similarities with what Mlynowski and Jacobs put 

forward concerning chick lit as a genre, “It’s a genre that will evolve with the times to give 

women fiction that is relevant to their lives. And although one BBC critic attacked chick lit by 

claiming that the novels ‘merely hold a mirror up to women’s lives’ we say, ‘Yeah, so what?’ 

Sometimes looking in the mirror is a valuable way to learn and grow” (15). In view of these 

arguments, it can be argued that chick lit is meaningful for teenagers because it, to a certain 

degree, reflects their own lives and gives them a possibility for identification that can be 

useful for them to handle puberty. Since teenagers are not a homogenous group of people the 

literature that reflects them cannot be uniform.  

          Even though novels within the same genre differ, they are still recognisable to the 

readers that can allocate them to a certain generic type. Alastair Fowler states that, “we do not 

suppose that all its characteristic traits need be shared by every other embodiment of the type 

(38). In addition, Fowler believes that this is expressed even more in today’s literature, “With 

modern genres, boundaries are even more indistinct and shifting, overlapping and allowing 

intricate mixture. Necessary elements are sparse” (39). Literature, such as chick lit, is familiar 

to the reader, for instance topics such as love and friendship are common in this genre but can 

be dealt with in different ways.  

          Although the genre chick lit is recognisable, it has not been static over the years. 

Caroline J. Smith argues that chick lit began with Helen Fielding’s novel Bridget Jones’s 

Diary in 1996. Moreover, she states that when the genre was defined its heroines were, 

“young, single, white heterosexual, British and American women in their late twenties and 

early thirties, living in metropolitan areas” (2). However, she also puts forward that, “more 

recently chick lit authors have begun broadening representations of their protagonists and, in 

turn, their target audience” (136). In addition, she considers that the later novels “challenge 

the clearly defined narrative strategies of early chick lit texts. Chick lit seems to have become 

a catch-all term for any text written by a female author about a female protagonist” (137). The 

genre has obviously changed over the years, developed and grown. The heroines can now be 

                                                
1 Some of the critique that is directed towards chick lit is described by Caroline J. Smith (2008). p. 3-5.   
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mothers as well as teenagers, and they can be black as well as Latin Americans.2 Moreover, 

the topics that are handled evolve over time and society. However, it is questionable to claim 

that all literature written by women about women is chick lit. Since chick lit addresses 

primarily a female audience, it would suggest that men are not interested in literature written 

by women about women. This is not the case of course.           

          Smith puts chick lit texts in a historical context as well, “in many ways, these novels, 

and the approaches taken by chick lit novelists, are not remarkably new. Rather their roots are 

in the heroine-centered novels of the nineteenth century, novels like Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 

Eyre and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey” (7). Irrespective of what view one believes to be 

correct, that chick lit is an innovative literature or merely an update of older literature, it 

seems that it cannot be denied that chick lit is a genre that is evolving, creating new subgenres 

and attracting new target groups. Ferris and Young express this phenomenon clearly, “In the 

decade since Bridget Jones, it has crossed the divides of generation, ethnicity, nationality and 

even gender” (5).  

          Then, exactly what is chick lit? How do we recognize this literature if we are complete 

novices to it?  Mlynowski and Jacobs describe their interpretation: 

 

Well, chick lit is often upbeat, always funny fiction about contemporary female characters and 

their everyday struggles with work, home, friendship, family, or love. It’s about women growing 

up and figuring out who they are and what they need versus what they think they want. It’s 

about observing life and finding the humor in a variety of situations, exchanges, and people. It’s 

about coming of age (no matter how old the woman is-chick lit heroines can be anywhere from 

teenaged to beyond middle-aged). It’s generally written by women for women. It’s honest, it 

reflects women’s lives today-their hopes and dreams as well as their trials and tribulations-and, 

well it’s hugely popular. (10) 

 

Naturally this is only a glimpse into chick lit, and since the subgenres have their own features 

they may differ significantly from the above description. Chick lit author Kayla Perrin 

stresses some other common qualities, “There is a touching vulnerability to the chick-lit 

heroine, one that in my opinion accurately reflects the modern-day woman. Not the often-

unrealistic heroine of other types of novels, the chick-lit heroine knows what she wants and is 

                                                
2 An example of mom lit is Everyone Is Beautiful: A Novel by Katherine Center. The protagonist struggles with 
her everyday-life as a mother and wife and at the same time she tries to find herself. Waiting to Exhale by Terry 
McMillan is an example of a novel where the protagonists are black women. In this novel the search for Mr. 
Right dominates. Love is a central topic in Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’s The Dirty Girls Social Club as well. The 
heroines are six Latin American women who try to make progress at work and in love.  
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willing to put herself on the line to get it” (75). These features can be found in teen-age chick 

lit as well but there are also differences, “instead of addressing challenges faced by the 

singleton in women’s novels, chick lit jr. stresses issues relevant to coming of age. The girl 

characters are typically in a borderland between childhood and adulthood, and the novels 

show how to move through this difficult transition” (142), explains Joanna Webb Johnson. 

Even though chick lit can give the impression of being easy literature, there are many of the 

topics handled in this genre that are not. Today’s teenagers are supposed to relate to old-

fashioned values, about appearance, behaviour and sex for instance, and at the same time be 

independent and daring enough to make their own choices. In their search for identity, they 

have to adjust to society’s demands and expectations, but at the same time they have to be 

self-confident and show an enterprising attitude. Through literature addressed to them, they 

can get at least the acknowledgement that their problems are important, known and shared by 

others. Johnson is convinced that teenage chick lit can be used as an, “educational tool” 

without being preachy (148). She also puts forward the argument that there is no contradiction 

between a novel being fun and at the same time effective (146). Some young people can be 

reached through the humour used in chick lit and then important issues can be recognized and 

handled. 

          Another aspect in how novices can recognize chick lit is the covers of the novels. 

According to Johnson there is often a lack of completely visible people on the covers of 

teenage chick lit, and that this is intentional so that it can allow, “the reader to impose herself 

into the story (153). Even more visible are the colours of the covers, which frequently are in 

bright colours such as pink and lime. One interpretation can be that these colours are 

traditionally regarded as girl-colours, and therefore they appeal to girls and women. 

           

The novels – a brief background 

My comparative study is based on the first novel in both series. The Princess Diaries was 

released in 2000, and now nine years later the tenth, and last novel in this series, has been 

published. Gossip Girl: A novel was published in 2002. Since then eleven other novels in the 

series have been released, and the next is planned for November 2009. In addition there are 

spin-off series, The It Girl and Gossip Girl: The Carlyles, both related to Gossip Girl. The 

Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl have been adapted for the screen as well.  

          Looking at a summary of the different plots makes it possible to draw the conclusion 

that the novels can attract different readers. There is no recommended age for the readers of 

The Princess Diaries but exploring the contents, the novels are most likely aimed at the 
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youngest teenagers. In The Princess Diaries, the protagonist, freshman Mia Thermopolis, 

finds out that her teacher in Algebra is dating her mother. Another discovery, approximately 

made at the same time, is that her father is the crown prince of Genovia. This turns Mia’s 

world up-side-down, and leads to different complications in her life, but also to new 

opportunities. Since Mia’s mother is afraid that Mia is, “repressing her feelings”, she gives 

her a diary to write down all the things she cannot talk about (1). The diary style might appeal 

to the readership because they are probably familiar with it. Furthermore, it gives the 

impression of looking right into something private and secret.  

          The contents of the Gossip Girl novels suggest that they are aimed at readers 15 years 

old and up. Gossip Girl: A novel is focused mostly on a group of teenagers living a privileged 

life in New York City’s Upper East Side. However, it is not only a pleasurable lifestyle with 

parties and shopping; the intrigues flourish and are promoted by the mysterious Gossip Girl 

on the net. She claims to belong to the privileged clique, and she knows everything about 

everybody. Of course she has to share the information. The novel describes a type of world 

that few people have access to in real life but nevertheless the teenagers can probably relate to 

it because they have seen it on TV, in magazines and so on. Moreover many of the topics that 

are handled in the novel are familiar to teenagers such as those that will be further looked into 

in this essay.  

  

Method 

As described above I will analyse how the novels handle the topics friendship, family bonds, 

the importance of appearance, sex and love, with a special emphasis on similarities and 

differences. Initially, I will discuss how the topic, e.g. friendship, is portrayed in The Princess 

Diaries, followed by an evaluation of how the topic is portrayed in Gossip Girl. I will point 

out similarities and differences between how each topic has been handled in the respective 

novels.  

 

Friendship 

There is no question about it; friendship, or the lack of it, is a significant factor in both The 

Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl. It became obvious, while exploring material about the parts 

of the novels that will be discussed, that it was one of the most visible topics. This has been 

noted by other scholars, for example Johnson points out that friendship is important in teenage 

chick lit, “When parents lack understanding or are too caught up in their own issues, one 

needs, then, to look elsewhere for comfort and support”. Johnson believes that sometimes 
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friends replace parents, to some extent, in teenage chick lit, and that the friendship can give 

strength. Teenagers need guidance, advice and confirmation and they can get this from their 

friends, but at the same time there is no guarantee that friends are always there. In the end, as 

Johnson points out, everybody has to take responsibility for their own lives and the choices 

they make (151-152). Chick lit novels take up the different aspects of friendship, the good as 

well as the bad, which can be recognized by teenage readers. Both the The Princess Diaries 

and Gossip Girl deal with some sort of conflict that threatens the main friendship, but apart 

from that there are few similarities. That can be explained to a great extent by the fact that the 

main friendship in The Princess Diaries proves to be durable but in Gossip Girl many of the 

characters are superficial friends.  

          In The Princess Diaries, the conflict shows the different developments when the 

protagonist Mia Thermopolis goes from a close friendship with Lilly Moscovitz, to managing 

on her own and finally the girls come to the point where they can be friends again. When Mia 

and Lilly are still friends, Lilly analyses a lot of what Mia does or says, and comes mostly to 

conclusions about her behaviour that are not so flattering, “Lilly says I have an overactive 

imagination and a pathological need to invent drama in my life”, and “Lilly says I need to 

stop obsessing” (3 and 5). Mia can be quite unsympathetic with regards to her friend’s 

feelings as well, for example she does not believe that Lilly cares that boys call her ugly 

because she does not show it, “she just laughs ands laughs” (18). Lilly has a crush on a boy 

named Boris, but Mia criticizes him and says that he is “gross” and points out how badly he 

dresses, although not in front of him (25). The good things in Mia’s and Lilly’s relationship 

are not clearly spelled out. Since they have grown up together and have chosen to spend a lot 

of time together there must be, but we are left to assume that the good things are there (116). 

This is, for example, indicated when Mia puts Lilly among the top-ten women she admires 

most in the world (97-98). Mia and Lilly are not portrayed as persons that are always nice and 

sensitive; instead their weaknesses are laid open, which likely makes their friendship more 

believable for the young reader. 

          The guidance and advice Mia gets from Lilly are not exactly positive, and when Mia 

discovers that she is a princess she keeps it from Lilly, because she does not think that she 

would understand, “NOBODY would understand” (33). Furthermore, she knows that Lilly is 

against governments that are not ruled by elected representatives (37). Mia’s secrecy and 

Lilly’s need to analyze her friend eventually become serious threats to their friendship. Lilly 

has no clue that the reason Mia changes, in her appearance and behaviour, is due to her 

princess lessons (101-104). She does say the worst thing she can come up with namely that 
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Mia, “is turning into Lana Weinberger”, who is a mean, superior and snobbish girl at their 

school (5 and 109). Mia gets tired of the critique and tells her best friend to shut up (110). The 

quarrel troubles Mia and she writes in her diary about everything from reasons to make up 

with Lilly to analyses of what went wrong, and it is quite clear how much Mia misses her best 

friend (116-118). In these scenarios the readers see that a pushy friend runs the risk of not 

being included, and that keeping secrets can lead to different complications. There is also no 

guarantee that a long friendship lasts forever. 

          Mia needs friends, and when Lilly is not there for her she tries to figure out where she 

belongs. In the lunch restaurant at school she looks for appropriate company: 

 

I couldn’t sit with the jocks or the cheerleaders, because I’m not either. I couldn’t sit at the rich 

kids’ table because I don’t have a cell phone or a broker. I’m not into hip-hopping or drugs, I 

didn’t get a part in the latest play, and with My F in Algebra the chance of my getting into the 

National Honor Society is like nil, and I can’t understand anything the foreign exchange 

students say since there are no French one. (126) 

 

It is clear that the teenagers are divided into groups, and that it is hard to get into a group if 

the necessary requirements are not fulfilled. Those requirements can be everything from being 

an athlete to being wealthy or tough. Mia chooses finally to sit with Tina Hakim Baba. She is 

a rich, lonely girl who always has a bodyguard around. Since it is made public that Mia is a 

princess she has a bodyguard too, and this unites the girls. The publicity around Mia and her 

princess title suddenly makes Mia popular at school. Lana wants her to come and sit with her 

group but Mia turns her down (155). At last, Lilly and Mia solve their problems, “She is 

actually speaking to me in a friendly manner”, Mia writes in her diary and adds, “Lilly is 

admitting she did something wrong! I can’t believe it!” (218-219). The first step towards 

repairing their friendship is taken by Lilly who has matured enough to see and admit her own 

faults.   

          The Princess Diaries illustrates that without a friend’s guidance the protagonist is left to 

make her own decisions. In this case the protagonist turns out to be strong enough to reject the 

people who only want her company because of her status. Moreover, she is able to find true 

friendship elsewhere. In addition, the bonds between the protagonist and her old friend turn 

out to be strong, and they become friends again. The message of the story, concerning 

friendship, becomes clear; problems can be solved and friendship can survive crises if you 

admit your faults and if you can forgive. Besides, it shows that it is possible to make new 
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friends if you open your heart, but that it is important to be careful with whom you choose to 

be friends so that they are true friends. Chick lit can evidently be used as an “educational 

tool”, because the young readers can learn a lot through this novel (Johnson 148).          

          In contrast to The Princess Diaries, true friendship is uncommon in Gossip Girl. On the 

first page the narrator Gossip Girl writes, “Welcome to New York City’s Upper East Side, 

where my friends and I live and go to school and play and sleep – sometimes with each other” 

(3). One of those friends, Blair Waldorf, is introduced in the novel as one of the students at 

the private school Constance Billard. Her best friends are Kati Farkas and Isabel Coates. 

Included in the group are, among others, Nate Archibald, Chuck Bass and until she went away 

to a boarding school, Serena van der Woodsen. In the beginning of the story Serena has come 

home and appears at a party that Blair’s mother is hosting (15). Serena believes that she and 

Blair can pick up where they left off (18). She is in for a surprise. Blair is no longer interested 

in having her as a friend. In the beginning, after Serena went to boarding school Blair missed 

her, “But it soon became apparent how much easier it was to shine without Serena around. 

Suddenly Blair was the prettiest, the smartest, the hippest, most happening girl in the room. 

She became the one everyone looked to. So Blair stopped missing Serena so much” (21-22). 

Serena cannot see that Blair is jealous or that Blair regards Serena as a threat to her 

relationship with Nate. Instead Serena believes that Blair is mad because Serena has been, “a 

horrible friend” since she has not kept in contact with Blair when she was away at boarding 

school (29). Gossip Girl shows in numerous ways superficial friendship and jealousy; in the 

inner clique, friendship seems to be more of an accessory. The comfort and support, that the 

critic Johnson stresses, do not exist.  

          Blair is not the only one who has mixed feelings towards Serena: 

 

Chuck saw the girl he’d wanted to sleep with since he could remember wanting to sleep with 

girls-first grade, maybe? Kati saw the girl she’d been copying since she started shopping for her 

own clothes-third grade? Isabel saw the girl who’d gotten to be an angel with wings made out of 

real feathers at the Church of the Heavenly Rest Christmas pageant, while Isabel was a lowly 

shepherd and had to wear a burlap sack. Third grade again. Both Kati and Isabel saw the girl 

who would inevitably steal Blair away from them and leave them with only each other, which 

was to dull to even think about. (23) 

 

All of these suppressed feelings get the gossip going, and Serena’s former so called friends 

begin to spread rumours about her concerning everything from Serena being a prostitute to a 
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drug addict and a dealer (21). The gossip travels fast and is also increased by gossipgirl.net. 

The gossip becomes another indication that there is no real friendship among the young 

people in the novel. Their most important bonds are that they belong to the same class and 

share similar backgrounds, but it is shown clearly that money cannot buy friendship.  

         Serena takes the step outside the clique eventually and meets people who do not judge 

her and who have the potential to become genuine friends. One girl is Jenny Humphrey, who 

is a big fan of Serena’s, and so is Jenny’s brother, Dan (49). Another girl that is not in the 

inner circle is Vanessa Abrams, who is completely into film-making and who does not have 

any friends at school (53-54). Jenny, Dan and Vanessa become a part of Serena’s life when 

she realises that her old friends have turned against her. Serena also contacts her brother for 

comfort because she knows that he always supports her. He says, “Fuck’em”, and she replies 

“But they’re my friends”, and he reminds her that they are not any longer (166). Serena then 

gets in touch with Vanessa because she wants somebody’s company. She says that she wants 

Vanessa to show her how to make a film so that she has some extracurricular activities, and 

Vanessa agrees (168-169). At the end of the novel Serena has met Dan, through Vanessa, and 

Serena helps Dan to rescue Jenny from Chuck who is all over her (196). Chuck takes his 

revenge by saying all the things he heard about Serena so that both Dan and Jenny can hear it 

(197). Serena does not defend herself, and Dan decides that he thinks Chuck’s gossip is, “a 

bunch of bullshit” (198). Finally, Serena has met people who support her but she had to go 

outside her normal environment to do it, and her new friends do not share the same life-style 

as the inner circle. These people do not feel that they have to put others down.            

          There is also some learning achieved in relation to friendship in Gossip Girl. The 

resemblance with The Princess Diaries is that in both stories the protagonists face a lost 

friendship, although for different reasons. However, in Gossip Girl there is no true friendship 

to start with, because the clique is mostly united by their common backgrounds. Moreover, 

there is no quarrel that breaks up the friendship; it is done subtly by excluding Serena and by 

spreading rumours about her in order to blacken her character. It is sort of hopeful that some 

people can see behind the gossip, which gives Serena the opportunity to make new friends. 

Although teenagers may be fascinated by the luxurious life-style presented, they can also see 

the seamy side of it and maybe reflect on whether status is worth more than having true 

friends.  

 

 

 



 

 12 

Family bonds 

The picture of the traditional parents and nuclear family is hardly visible in The Princess 

Diaries or in Gossip Girl. Instead parents are mostly described as absent in one way or 

another. This is common in teenage chick lit novels, as a matter of fact the critic Johnson 

writes that, ‘the shortcoming of parents’ is a theme in chic lit” (151). In Gossip Girl, I will 

look at the portrayal of the negative consequences when teenagers lack parental care and 

whether there are others to turn to for the support the parents should actually provide. A 

different scenario can be seen in The Princess Diaries were the lack of parenting contributes 

to shape the protagonist’s strong character.           

          Johnson argues that the authors reach their audience when they present a trustworthy 

reality of family relations, “Popular writers for young adults know that contemporary young 

readers have no use for preachy stories that point to parents always being right and suggest 

that all will end well regardless of circumstance” (146). It is clear that even though the frame 

around a story can be quite unrealistic, such as a teenager discovering that she is a princess, 

the contents must be recognisable to some extent for the young readers.  

          An example of this can be that the young readers can identify difficulties as well as 

causes of rejoicing, even if it is within a family constellation that the readers have little 

knowledge of. Mia in The Princess Diaries, for instance, has never experienced what it is like 

to live in a nuclear family, because her parents split up before she was born. This can be 

regarded as something negative but it does not trouble Mia, “Unlike a lot of kids I know, who 

sit around wishing their parents would get back together after they get divorced, I’m perfectly 

happy with this arrangement (26). It is not clearly spelled out why Mia does not want her 

parents to live together, but she writes about her parents short-comings and it seems that 

implicitly it would be too much having them both under the same roof at the same time. This 

sends the message that a nuclear family is not what every person sees as the ultimate solution 

to family happiness. 

          Although there is a lot lacking in her mother’s parenting, Mia loves her anyway. She 

does not speak about her feelings but she shows them in different situations. For instance, 

although she has some problems with the fact that her mother is dating her Algebra teacher, 

Mr Gianini, she wants her mother to be happy and therefore does not reveal her feelings (2-3). 

Mia makes the decision to handle the situation in what could be regarded to be a mature way. 

In numerous ways Mia acts as if she is the adult one and her mother is the one who needs to 

be taken care of. The family seems to live mostly on take-out food, but when it comes to 

shopping groceries or dropping off laundry, making sure the rent is paid and other things, Mia 



 

 13 

is the one who does that. To remember everything she puts it in her lists called “THINGS TO 

DO” (3-4). In addition, Mia takes the responsibility to remind her mother to finish her 

contracts so that she fulfils her obligations towards her employer (33).  

          Mia does not question her mother’s behaviour to a great extent. Occasionally she drops 

a hint or suggestion about it, such as the fact that her mother sleeps longer than Mia does “I’m 

a teenager, I’m supposed to be the one sleeping all the time” (12). Her mother talks once 

about Mia’s responsibilities towards her mother and father, and that makes Mia furious, 

“She’s telling me about responsibilities? When is the last time it ever occurred to her to drop 

off the laundry, let alone pick it up again? (53). Mia becomes more mature, due to the 

responsibilities she has. Although the readers can see all the disadvantages in her situation it 

is also clear that it makes her a strong and independent young woman. The young readers can 

see that sometimes bad experiences can turn into something they benefit from in the end. 

          Mia’s father has had little to do with shaping her during her childhood or teen years. 

She describes him as a politician living in Genovia (16). She writes quite unsentimentally 

about the fact that he has had cancer. Due to his illness he cannot have any more children, 

“What does he need more kids for? He already has me! Sure, I only see him summers and at 

Christmastime, but that’s enough right?” (20-21). Mia writes little about her feelings for her 

father. She states that she loves him but adds, “I guess” (56). Apparently they have not had 

that much contact over the years, and there is nothing in Mia’s diary that reveals that she 

would have wanted it to be different. That is probably why she does not appear thrilled when 

her father breaks the schedule and comes and visits her between the holidays. She understands 

that this is out of the ordinary, and it certainly is. This is when he tells her that he is a prince. 

Mia feels betrayed because her parents have not told her earlier (26). Her father claims that 

they thought they did her a favour by not telling her about her background. Everything has 

changed now because her father cannot have any more children, which makes Mia the heir to 

the throne (29). Mia’s father is a typical example of the absent parent, and it has obviously 

affected her feelings towards him because she feels ambivalent as to whether she loves him or 

not. Furthermore, he has not been honest because he has not revealed an important part of his 

life that also affects Mia. Teenagers, who live mostly with one of their parents, can probably 

relate to some sense to the protagonist and her feelings towards the absent parent. 

Furthermore, many teenagers can most likely recognise a situation where they have not been 

informed about important matters that concern them because they are considered to be too 

young to share the information. 
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          Mia does not feel excited about the fact that she is a princess; she can only see the 

negative side, for instance that her father wants her to move to Genovia something she is 

strongly opposed to (35-36). Finally he compromises and says that she can finish school first, 

if she then takes care of her responsibilities as his heir (64-65). Once more the scenario is 

probably familiar to many teenagers; on the one hand they are regarded as too young to be 

informed about important matters, and on the other hand, they are supposed to be old enough 

to deal with decisions that others have made for them. Mia’s minor revolt against how she is 

being treated pays off because she does not have to move to Genovia immediately.  

          In Mia’s family nothing is typical, not even her grandmother who Mia calls Grandmère. 

She writes in her diary that Grandmère does not like children because they give her migraine 

and that she kind of hopes that Grandmère would die (20 and 23). Nevertheless, Mia is forced 

to take princess lessons tutored by her grandmother, and she receives no comfort when she 

tries to object, “I don’t want to be a princess. I just want to be me, Mia.” Her grandmother’s 

reply is: “Don’t converse in English with me. It’s vulgar.” (87). The nice and caring 

grandmother portrayed in fairytales does not exist here. Mia’s grandmother shows no 

affection or sympathy for Mia’s situation, and it is obvious that Mia has no feelings for her 

grandmother since she wishes her to be dead. Mia fulfils her obligations despite that, likely 

because she is used to taking responsibility. The critic Johnson points out how parents 

indirectly form their children’s character when they actually do not fulfil their responsibilities 

as parents: 

 

The lack of, or rejection of, parenting in chick lit jr. becomes a more serious component because 

it requires that the protagonist make her own decisions and act on her own. This movement 

points to the character’s maturing and severing ties that connected her to childhood. While she 

may turn to her friends for advice and guidance, the main character must ultimately face the 

reality that she is responsible for her own actions. This realization can be startling and 

unsettling. (152) 

 

In Mia’s case her upbringing made her who she is and she has a high work ethic. Although 

she initially objects she ultimately does what is necessary and thereby proves that she is 

mature. 

          The picture given of Mia is a young woman occupied mostly with her responsibilities 

but she also has space to breathe. There is less pressure for Mia when she stays over at her 

friend Lilly’s. Here she can let go of all the responsibilities and she does not have to think 
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about dinners, cleaning out the refrigerator or bills (55-56). Mia compares her parents with 

Lilly’s parents, the Drs. Moscovitz, and writes that she wishes her mother to be “more of a 

mom” and that her “dad could be more like Lilly’s dad” (56). Mia is aware that her mother’s 

lack of responsibility is not typical for a parent, and that her father does not show her enough 

affection, but she is used to it and aside from complaining in her diary she accepts the 

situation maybe because she cannot change it anyway.  

          Even if the teenagers in Gossip Girl are a couple of years older than Mia they are not 

nearly as mature or reliable, and it is not required of them by their parents. Here the young 

people live privileged lives, which means that they do not have to think about their laundry or 

if the bills are paid. Gossip Girl writes about all the financial benefits she and her friends have 

and then in a half sentence, like it is an advantage, she adds, “and our parents are rarely 

home” (3). Though it is in a different way than in The Princess Diaries, the absence of 

parental influence is still very clear.  

          Blair’s father, for example, left his family for another man and moved to France (6). 

Now Blair’s mother has another man, Cyrus Rose, whom Blair finds disgusting (5-6). Nor are 

Serena’s parents usually at home, “Both her parents were on the boards of all the big charities 

and arts organizations in the city and always had meetings or lunches or fundraisers to go to” 

(87). Serena turns to her older brother when she needs support (66-67). Blair, however, 

appears to have no one to talk to about things that bother her. She suffers from an eating 

disorder but has no confidant that she trusts to support her (35). If there ever were bonds 

between the young characters and their parents they are not there any longer. Here it becomes 

clear that Gossip Girl is intended for somewhat older teenagers, because it reflects an 

environment and problems that are probably not that known by many in a younger audience. 

         Similarly to Serena’s situation, Jenny and Dan support each other. Their mother and 

father do not seem to put much effort into parenting. Their father is described as a “party 

animal” (49). He is a man in decay, who hates the Upper East Side, but lets his children go to 

school there because it is a good school, “and because he used to date one of the English 

teachers there” (72). Their mother has moved to another country to work on her art and writes 

to her children a few times every year (49 and 73). The descriptions of the parents reveal 

again a cynicism that can be understood by a somewhat older audience. 

          Gossip Girl gives, all together, a picture of very selfish parents that realize their dreams 

at the expense of their families. They see no point in spending time with their children, and it 

is so normal for the young people that they see it as an advantage. It is only the readers that 

might connect their behaviour with the absence of parental influence. 
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          The well-to-do families associate with each other and share certain values, “Luckily 

Blair and her friends came from the kind of families for whom drinking was as commonplace 

as blowing your nose. Their parents believed in the quasi-European idea that the more access 

kids have to alcohol, the less likely they are to abuse it … The same went for everything else, 

like sex or drugs” (5-6). The most important thing is to keep up appearances so the silent deal 

includes that the young people have to keep up in school, look good, and not embarrass the 

family (6). Love and affection are not on the agenda among these people, and the parents are 

not even mentioned as a possible source of support when Serena is excluded by her friends 

(166).  

          It is very obvious that the young people in the novel have been influenced by the lack of 

parental influence in their upbringing because they share a life-style that might be dangerous 

to them. For instance they have access to a lot of alcohol and they use it with approval from 

their parents. The adults are too preoccupied with themselves, and do not want to be bothered 

by their children. As long as the children fulfil their obligations at school, take care of their 

looks and on the surface behave well in public, they can pretty much do what they like, no 

matter if it ruins them in the end.  

          There are thus some similarities in how the family bonds are portrayed in both novels. 

The lack of parenting is the most obvious; the parents act to fulfil their own needs and do not 

care so much about their children. The main difference between the novels is that in The 

Princess Diaries Mia has to take on adult responsibility for a household, and later on the 

duties of an heir. Although she protests, she shows an awareness quite soon that she has to 

fulfil her obligations. On the other hand, Mia does not seem to doubt that she is loved and she 

shows affection in particular towards her mother, but she also sometimes wishes that her 

parents could be more like ordinary parents. In Gossip Girl, it is almost as if the young adults 

are happy that there are no parents around. They do not have the same responsibilities as Mia, 

except to do well at school, which is not such a large requirement. Still, it can be seen in the 

novel that there is a call for committed parents. In this novel, the teenagers show, in different 

ways, that they feel insufficient, and at the same time that they have few boundaries and no 

support from those who are supposed to take care of them. 

 

The importance of appearance 

Appearance is often of great interest during adolescence and it is frequently a source of 

anxiety. Many young teenagers who compare themselves to models, actresses and artists, 

reach for ideals that are almost unreachable. Juliette Wells has studied how beauty is 
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portrayed in chick lit, “In its great interest in how beauty is created and maintained, chick lit 

allies itself to the genre not of the novel but of women’s magazines” (61). In connection to 

this she points out that in chick lit the women often chase after beauty; they search for ways to 

improve their appearance and they are seldom fully satisfied. In addition, Wells study shows 

that chick lit authors have to consider two aspects to appeal to their readers, “If the heroine is 

too stunning, readers may resent her; if she is too ordinary looking (let alone unattractive), she 

gives readers nothing to admire” (59). There are of course exceptions; Serena in Gossip Girl 

is described almost as if she is perfect. Mia in The Princess Diaries is far from stunning but 

the attentive reader can pick up the signs that she could become a beauty in time.  

          In a comparison between how beauty is portrayed in chick lit for adults versus how it is 

described in chick lit for teenagers, similarities can be seen. “Both try to affirm flawed 

women, acknowledge insecurities involving physical attributes”, states the critic Johnson 

(142). That is, the heroines are in general portrayed in both types of chick lit as quite ordinary 

women, and they scrutinise and criticize their appearance in the same way that many females 

do. It can give comfort to a brittle personality to read about others in the same situation and 

likely this is even more important to a teenager than an adult. Both The Princess Diaries and 

Gossip Girl seem to affirm that teenagers are or feel flawed but in different ways. They also 

point to a connection between beauty and popularity.   

           Johnson describes Mia in The Princess Diaries, together with some other teenage chick 

lit characters as, “far from prom queen perfect and offer a more hopeful and affirming image 

of the teenagers“ (149). Mia cannot be regarded as self-assured in a positive way when it 

comes to her appearance, because she mainly describes what that she is not comfortable with 

in her looks, “I’m practically the biggest freak in the entire school. I mean let’s face it: I’m 

five foot flat-chested, and a freshman. How much more of a freak could I be?” (1). The way 

Mia sees herself is confirmed by others. The mean Lana calls her freak and Mia’s best friend 

is not supportive “Lilly says my only attractive feature is my eyes” (5 and 35). Nowhere is it 

suggested that Mia doubts that they are right, she just incorporates everything into her own 

negative portrait of how she looks.  

          Mia is not obsessed with her appearance, but she keeps coming back to it in her diary 

and she seems a little dejected, “My breasts have grown exactly none since last summer. Mom 

was totally wrong. I did not have a growth spurt when I turned fourteen, like she did. I will 

probably never have a growth spurt, at least not on my chest” (11). When she has to sit home 

by herself a Saturday night, as she always does when she is not with Lilly, she wonders, 

“Why am I so unpopular? I mean, I know I look weird and stuff, but I really try to be nice to 
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people” (68). Mia has started to question why appearance has to overshadow someone’s 

personality. Society’s double standard of morality is visible in the novel, on the one hand 

there is the stress on inner qualities, and on the other hand, teenagers realise that they often 

are judged by their appearance. 

          There are different ways of handling dissatisfaction with one’s appearance, and Mia is 

often ironic, “You never saw anyone who looked LESS like a princess than I do. I mean, I 

have really bad hair that isn’t curly or straight; it’s sort of triangular, so I have to wear it really 

short or I look like a Yield sign” (35). Irony is an approach that is quite common in teenage 

chick lit “At the very least, they use humor to realistically portray emotionally difficult 

adolescent and preadolescent development and maturation, usually featuring a character 

whose search for identity is less than graceful, and thus, easily identifiable to the young 

reader”, argues  Johnson (142). It becomes clear again that the teenage chick lit novel 

addresses its audience in a way that they can recognize, combining entertainment with 

important issues. 

          Even though Mia struggles with her own appearance; it does not stop her from 

criticizing others, “Geez! Whatever happened to nice grandmothers, who bake brownies for 

you and tell you how precious you are? It’s just my luck I get one who has tattooed eyeliner 

and tells me I look like a hooker” (92).  Mia is also a bit superficial, because it is Josh 

Richter’s looks that attracts her not his person. When she describes him she writes, “six feet 

of unadulterated hotness. Blond hair, often falling into his clear blue eyes, and that sweet, 

sleepy smile” (9). Her attitude confirms that appearance is important to her. 

          Further into the novel Mia undergoes a transformation, as a result of her princess 

lessons. Her grandmother takes her to a stylist who cuts off Mia’s hair, makes her blond and 

fixes her fingernails. In addition, she receives fashion clothes (102-104). After all, her 

complaining about her looks one would think that this is an opportunity for Mia, but she does 

not experience the changes as something positive, “She’s turning me into someone else,”  Mia 

writes in her diary (104). There is obviously a limit to what is acceptable to go through in 

order to look good; when it threatens to trespass on the heroine’s personality she objects.  

          In Gossip Girl, the characters are not only wealthy enough to wear designer clothes, 

they have also, “inherited classic good looks” (3). When Gossip Girl announces that S, that is 

Serena, has returned from boarding school she describes her appearance, “Her hair is longer, 

paler. Her blue eyes have that deep mysteriousness of kept secrets. She is wearing the same 

old fabulous clothes” (4). To top it off, Serena is cool in a way that cannot be bought, “She 

was the girl every boy wants and every girl wants to be” (17). However, this becomes a real 
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impediment for Serena because, as described under the topic friendship, people become 

jealous and start to spread rumours about her. A connection can thus be made to Wells’s study 

which indicates that readers resent heroines who are too stunning (59). This can point to 

readers being able to relate to the jealous characters in the novel. On the other hand, the clear 

picture of the consequences of jealousy can lead to reflections on that behaviour.   

          Although she is good-looking, Blair is not satisfied because she compares herself with 

Serena, “As always, it would be Serena and Blair, Blair and Serena with Blair playing the 

smaller, fatter, mousier, less witty best friend of the blond über-girl, Serena van der 

Woodsen” (22). Very soon it becomes clear that Blair is suffering from an eating disorder. 

Blair eats and throws up when she cannot handle her feelings, “Blair kneeled over the toilet 

and stuck her middle finger as far down her throat as it would go. Her eyes began to tear and 

then her stomach convulsed. She’d done this before, many times. It was disgusting and 

horrible, and she knew she shouldn’t do it, but at least she’d feel better when it was over” 

(35). Blair shows feelings of guilt when she eats. On one occasion Cyrus kisses her mother at 

a party and that makes her decide to eat a hot dog in three bites, “If Cyrus could stick his 

tongue down her mother’s throat in front of all her friends, then she could eat a stupid hot 

dog” (12). The critic Johnson argues that acknowledging problems in literature might be of 

help to the teenagers: 

 

The adolescent females’ need to control their world and their image sometimes comes with 

devastating results. North American teens fall victim to eating disorders, depression, and even 

suicide over matters many would consider unimportant. Chick lit jr. acknowledges that which 

may seem trivial (and yet is not) and validates a young woman’s sense of insecurity and self-

doubt. (148) 

 

Johnson seems to believe that chick lit novels can create awareness of problems that 

sometimes are unfairly treated and not recognized enough; if this is the case, the portrait of 

Blair could be of help to teenagers that face this type of problem.  

          Both chick lit novels discussed in this essay stress the importance of appearance and 

illustrate the connection between appearance and feelings of insufficiency very clearly. 

Another similarity between them is that with beauty comes popularity, but in Gossip Girl it is 

– as argued – also shown that it can be a disadvantage to be too beautiful. A difference 

between the novels is that the protagonist and most of the other young people in The Princess 

Diaries are quite ordinary looking, but in Gossip Girl almost all of the young people are 
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beautiful. Mia worries that she is not developing fast enough and that she is too tall, and her 

friend adds more negative comments which is not very helpful. Nevertheless, she is strong 

enough to object to changing her appearance if she feels that the change would interfere with 

her personality. In Gossip Girl, the importance of appearance is even more spelled out. There 

is an atmosphere of competition among the most beautiful people, and that it comes with a 

price can be seen in Blair’s eating-disorder.  

          The Princess Diaries serves up some form of message that beauty cannot overshadow a 

bad personality, but this is not visible in Gossip Girl. However both acknowledge a number of 

the problems that young females face and this can be useful for teenage readers as the critic 

Johnson further argues: 

 

Chick lit jr. similarly gives the reader the chance to achieve distance to give her a clearer picture 

of herself. Ideally, if the reader can step back from a traumatic situation, perhaps she can cope 

with it more effectively. Adolescents, particularly female adolescents, are constantly bombarded 

with images in the media that seem bent on destroying their already fragile egos. Just as adult 

women are under constant physical scrutiny, girls also must struggle with inflexible guidelines 

typically not followed by their male counterparts. (148) 

 

Literature like Gossip Girl can, among other things, show that beauty and happiness do not 

walk hand in hand, and novels such as The Princess Diaries can help illustrate that insecurity 

concerning appearance is normal during puberty. The novels show that this can be done 

without being condemning.  

 

Sex 

One topic, which is very differently approached in the two novels, is sex. This can be 

explained to some extent by the differences in age between the characters in The Princess 

Diaries and the characters in Gossip Girl, although they are all teenagers. Another 

explanation can be the different life-styles that are presented, innocent and protected versus 

superficially sophisticated. The critic Johnson explains that, “most of the heroines in YA 

novels are new to their sexuality” (150), and that the protagonists, “go through stages of 

emotional and sexual maturity and sometimes self-realization” (142). Looking at both novels 

gives insight into these stages. The Princess Diaries deals briefly with sex from the outlook of 

a very young and inexperienced teenager and therefore the contents become quite innocent. In 
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Gossip Girl, sex is, on the contrary, a frequently occurring topic. The novel deals with issues 

that vary between approaches to sex, stereotypical gender roles and sexual violence.  

          In The Princess Diaries there are few unpleasant associations with sex and none that 

are as serious as those in Gossip Girl. That is likely because the protagonist in The Princess 

Diaries is completely inexperienced. Mia is mature in so many ways but when it comes to sex 

she is very naive. At one point Michael has found out that Mia’s mother is seeing the Algebra 

teacher, and then he teases Mia, and pretends that he wants something in return for not 

spreading this all over the school, “What’ll you do for me Thermopolis? What’ll you do for 

me?” Mia cannot come up with anything that he would want in exchange, and when Michael 

leaves Lilly says that he was “sexually harassing” Mia, whereupon Mia feels stupid because 

she did not understand that (7-8). Later on Michael asks Mia if she “would put out for Josh 

Richter”, and Mia replies that she would if: 

 

1. We’d been dating for at least a year. 

2. He pledged his undying love to me. 

3. He took me to see Beauty and the Beast on Broadway and didn’t make fun of it. 

                                                                                                                                     (58-59)  

 

This gives a clear picture of the romantic view Mia has about sex. Even though Mia is 

strikingly naive she is not fooled by her mother’s explanations about why Mr Gianini has 

stayed over one night when Mia was supposed to be at a friend’s place. Her mother says that 

Mr Gianini spent the night on the couch, only because there was a train that had derailed on 

the line he uses to get home. Mia wants to keep a distance to the matter and writes, “I prefer 

to believe my mom’s lie” (113-114).  Mia is thus portrayed as if she is not that interested in 

sex, and when the topic comes up she mostly feels embarrassed by it, or has a romantic vision 

about how and when it would be proper to experience it.  

          In Gossip Girl sex is, on the other hand, a very important topic and quite stereotypically 

described. The old gender roles are visible, for instance; Blair is initially the reluctant virgin 

and Nate the conqueror. In the beginning of the novel it is clear that Nate has been trying for a 

long time to get his girlfriend Blair in bed, but she wants to wait for the right occasion and 

create a romantic atmosphere around the big moment, “Blair wasn’t trying to be a tease, she 

just wasn’t ready” (9). Yet later, Blair, a little bit drunk and angry, decides that she will have 

sex with Nate in her home at the same time as her mother is throwing a party, Nate follows 

her eagerly (14). But before they actually do anything, they hear Blair’s mother shouting 
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“Serena van der Woodsen” What a lovely surprise” (15). Suddenly it is like they both lose all 

interest in what is about to happen. A while after this, Blair decides to make another attempt 

and invites Nate to her home. She wants to meet him naked, but after she has undressed, she 

looks at her naked body in the mirror, “Her skin was still nice and tan from the summer, but 

her face seemed young and scared, not nearly as sexy as it was supposed to look” (132). Nate 

seems to have lost all interest in having sex with her, “Nate followed her into the bedroom, 

not doing any of the things a boy should normally have done under the circumstances. Like 

check out Blair’s bare ass, or worry about condoms, or bad breath, or say the right thing” 

(133). There is no sex this time either because Nate confesses to Blair that it is not his first 

time, he has already had sex with Serena (138).  

          The story thus indicates that Blair seems to feel some sort of pressure to have sex, but it 

is not revealed in the novel if this is because Nate has been pushy or if it is something that she 

has created on her own. It is maybe a combination of both. Nate changes as well and he is 

suddenly not interested in having sex with Blair. The reader is left to wonder if Nate’s new 

reluctance is due to the fact that his former mistress has returned home or if it is because he 

has a guilty conscience about the fact that Blair thinks that she will be the first for him. 

Thereby, it is also unclear if he decides to be honest about his earlier experience because he 

wants Serena instead of Blair or if it is because he believes that Blair deserves his honesty. 

          Gossip Girl later writes, “I guess we’re supposed to admire his self-control, his ability 

to keep the old hot dog in the bun. … I was wrong about boys. Always thought they’d do 

anything to bag a virgin” (144). Gossip Girl puts forward a view that most men would 

unscrupulously have taken the given opportunity “to bag a virgin” and this is another example 

of the persistent gender roles that are passed on in this novel.  

          In addition, there is a stereotypical description of the perfect first time when Nate and 

Serena have sex; “They both had sex for the first time. It was awkward and painful and 

exiting and fun, and so sweet they forgot to be embarrassed. It was exactly the way you’d 

want your first time to be, and they had no regrets” (27). Only a couple of days before Serena 

returns, Nate tells Chuck about it just to brag, and Chuck reports all about it to his male 

friends, adding some gossip about how “slutty” Serena is (51). This is another example of 

how the roles are portrayed; the man is considered to be a stallion and the woman a whore 

when they have sex outside a relationship.  

          Someone who aspires to be a stallion is Chuck; he is described as, “the horniest boy in 

Blair’s and Nate’s group of friends” (13). Furthermore, Chuck once crawled “into bed with 

Kati, who was so drunk she kept throwing up in her sleep. Chuck didn’t even mind. He just 
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got in bed with her. He was completely unshakable when it came to girls” (14). If this is part 

of the gossip or not is unclear. Chuck does not try to rape Serena when he spends hours alone 

with her when she is drunk and asleep (133). In the novel, Chuck’s assault on Kati, is not 

described as a rape, instead it is mostly described as disgusting because Kati throws up, but it 

is said that Chuck is not banished because, “these families had been friends for generation” 

(14). Even though Chuck does not force himself upon Serena, he tries to get her in bed but she 

is not interested. He becomes angry, and says that she has done it with a lot of guys and that 

she has a disease (134-136). The scenes are brutally but credibly described.  

          These scenes handle a serious complex of problems. Whether Chuck is a rapist or a 

victim of slander is unknown to the reader. Suppose he assaulted Kati when she was too drunk 

to know what was going on, then it is a fact that he is a rapist. In that case, everybody in his 

circle of acquaintances covers for him because they share the same backgrounds. Suppose he 

is innocent, then his reputation can be ruined forever. What can be said is that Chuck is not a 

gentleman according to how he treats Serena when she will not have sex with him. These 

scenes can of course create awareness among young readers. Is it alright to cover for 

somebody who could be guilty of a serious crime? Is it okay to spread rumours just because 

everybody else is doing it? Is a person automatically a criminal because he treats other people 

badly? Thinking about the descriptions in the novel, and figuring out what to believe can 

make young readers conscious about these types of problems. 

          When it comes to sex, the novels have completely different approaches. Reading The 

Princess Diaries followed by Gossip Girl can give a picture of how much happens during 

adolescence when it comes to sexual maturity. There are also different views about sex and 

some are probably familiar to teenagers because they are stereotypical. While The Princess 

Diaries is innocent literature, in the sense that the topic sex is very little and quite naively 

discussed, Gossip Girl sometimes gives brutal descriptions of sex. It also confirms some 

traditional prejudices related to gender. In addition, Gossip Girl gives a more traditional 

picture of sex. At least the different plots in The Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl provide 

young readers with the opportunity to think about diverse approaches to sex, consequences, 

prejudices etc., and the novels acknowledge that sex is an important issue for many teenagers. 

 

Love 

Love is a part of the plot in The Princess Diaries as well as in Gossip Girl, and the topic is 

typical for chick lit. The critic Wells claims that, “Every chick-lit novel centers on a love plot, 

although the nature of that plot varies according to its heroine’s age and marital status” (49). 
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Although there are only a few years that differ between the protagonist in The Princess 

Diaries and the characters in Gossip Girl, the latter has a somewhat more blasé attitude to 

love. In The Princess Diaries, appearance versus inner qualities is a central tenet when the 

protagonist explores love, but it is not present in Gossip Girl where love seems to be just 

another accessory.  

          In The Princess Diaries, Mia’s first relationship is superficial. It follows a path that is 

common in chick lit novels and shows the heroine meeting somebody who appears to be 

everything she ever has dreamed of, but then turns out to be a disappointment. Stephanie 

Harzewski, who has written a dissertation about chick lit at the University of Pennsylvania, 

says that, “Chick lit replicates romance conventions in the heroine’s union with Mr. Right, 

though this is not requisite. Frequently Mr. Right turns out to be Mr. Wrong or Mr. Maybe” 

(37). This is exactly what happens to the protagonist in The Princess Diaries. Mia exposes her 

crush on Josh Richter early in her diary. She puts down every sign of Josh noticing her. When 

they run into each other at a shop Josh says “Hey” to Mia (2). Lilly has a very hardened view 

about why he does that, “She said he probably thought that I looked familiar but couldn’t 

place my face without the cement block walls of Albert Einstein High behind me. Why else, 

she asked, would the most popular senior in high school say hey to me, Mia Thermopolis, a 

lowly freshman?” (2-3). The two friends analyse the potential Mr. Right. Mia has a romantic 

view and a simple “Hey” from Josh carries more meaning than the word implies. Lilly cannot 

see why Josh would notice Mia at all because he has much more status than she has. The 

“Hey” must be a mistake. The discussion shows stereotypical girl-talk about boys. 

          To Mia’s disappointment Josh is already dating the snobbish and mean Lana 

Weinberger, a fact that puzzles Mia, “I don’t understand what Josh Richter sees in her”. 

Although Mia knows that Lana is pretty, it does not make her draw any conclusions about 

Josh (5). Mia believes that Josh is a totally different person when he does not have his friends 

or Lana around. She thinks that he does not look at appearance then, and is a person, “who 

can see beyond all that into the depths of a girl’s soul” and that there is a “deeply sensitive 

person inside him, struggling to get out” (3). Since Mia finds Josh attractive she gives him 

qualities that he has not shown, and she analyses every little attention from him. The readers 

can, of course, see that there is no proof of him being the sensitive guy she wants him to be, 

nor does he pay her any special interest before it is publicly known that she is a princess.  

          That a different and true Mr. Right is right in front of her all the time is obvious at least 

to the mature reader. Parallel through-out the novel, as Mia is exploring her feelings towards 

Josh, she is also dropping comments about Michael, her best friend’s brother; for example she 
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notices that he has a nice chest and stomach muscles (7). At one point Lilly asks Michael if he 

would choose Lana or Mia if he had to make a choice and he says Mia. Then Lilly asks Mia if 

she would choose Michael or Josh; Mia answers Josh, but when analysing her choice in the 

diary she writes “it might be better to be with Michael, even if he isn’t so hot, because at least 

he makes me laugh” (59-60). The plot is very traditional and can be found in many romantic 

novels but for the young reader it is probably not that obvious. Teenagers can most likely 

relate to Mia and consider the pros and cons in her choice – the most popular boy at school 

versus the most reliable.          

          Although she focuses on Josh, Mia begins to notice Michael. When he helps her with 

Algebra she has trouble concentrating, “I had never sat so close to a boy before!” (131). She 

also admits to herself that she thinks that Michael is cute, even if she knows him well and he 

is her best friend’s brother. Mia does not notice that Michael is interested in her but the 

readers understand it through his actions, for example when he asks where her bodyguard 

would be if she went on a date (160). Michael shows inner qualities that Josh seems to lack. 

He is helpful, loyal, and has a sense of humour (117-119). Even if it is clear that he is not as 

stunning as Josh Mia likes his looks. Yet Mia cannot at first see what is in front of her. 

Through the story the young readers understand gradually that appearance is not everything. 

This is presumably something they have heard before but in the novel it becomes more 

realistic. In this case, the chick lit novel points to important values.  

          The protagonist thus has to be convinced about how wrong her first choice is before she 

can think about somebody else. When Josh breaks up with Lana, he immediately asks Mia to 

go with him to the Cultural Diversity Dance. She accepts but is not entirely comfortable with 

it, “This tiny part of my brain-the only part that wasn’t completely stunned by his asking me 

out-went: He’s only asking you out because you’re the princess of Genovia” (188). The date 

with Josh turns out to be a disaster. Josh arrives late to pick her up, he does not pay her any 

attention, he orders meat for her at the restaurant, even though she is a vegetarian, he drinks 

too much and on top of it all he kisses her because the reporters, waiting outside where the 

dance is held, yell at him to do it so they can take pictures (204-212). Mia realises that it is 

only her title he is interested in and not her. She leaves him, goes into the girls’ room and 

writes in her diary, “I am totally NOT in love with Josh Richter” (217). Mia has experienced 

that Josh is both superficial and egotistic, and her first crush is over. But with her bad 

experience comes the possibility of seeing Michael in a new light, so the entire evening she 

talks and slow-dances with him. She writes in her diary, “I think Michael Moscovitz might 

like me!”, “And you know, to tell the truth, I couldn’t say which I liked better, talking to 
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Michael or dancing with him. They were both so… interesting” (220 and 224). The story 

sends the messages that it is important to see beneath the surface and that sometimes it is by 

making mistakes that we can learn.  

          In this pattern, where the protagonist falls in love, becomes disappointed and then finds 

the true Mr. Right, in chick lit, young readers confront the idea that love is seldom 

uncomplicated. Different types of complications turn up that the characters need to deal with 

which can give them a more mature perspective. The critic Johnson believes that this is a way 

to “give lessons in negotiation relationships (usually by showing the wrong way first)” (142). 

The protagonist evolves through her experiences and becomes wiser.  

          Another well-known scenario is to be in love with love, and this is visible in Gossip 

Girl. Blair and Nate are a couple, but it is not for certain if it is love that Blair feels for him 

even if she claims it, “Blair liked to think of herself as a hopeless romantic in the style of old 

movie actresses like Audrey Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe” (8-9). Blair gives the impression 

of playing a part and Nate seems to be co-starring since he says that he loves Blair but is not 

sure if it is true love (9). Likely they both experience the other person to be a suitable match 

and therefore they become a couple, which has similarities to the traditional picture of the 

captain of the baseball team dating the cheerleader. 

          For his part, Nate appears to care more about Serena, because when he gives her a 

welcome-home-hug he wants to shout “I love you” to her but he does not (20). Though it is 

clear that Serena loves Nate she does not reveal it, maybe because it is obvious that he 

chooses to believe the rumours about her (78-79 and 194). After Nate tells Blair that he has 

slept with Serena, he tries to win Blair back, “he’d have to flirt with Blair a little bit. Enough 

to make her want him again” (157). Nate puts no effort into finding out if the rumours 

concerning Serena are true. Since he does not want Serena any longer, he settles for Blair and 

he calculates cynically on how he can get Blair back with only a little effort.  

          Apparently both Blair and Nate want to be with somebody, but it is questionable if 

there are any true feelings. Again a superficial attitude is revealed. Aside from this eternal 

triangle, there is very little said about love in Gossip Girl. The plot in Gossip Girl focuses on 

a certain life-style, with a lot of parties and no responsibilities, and which is incompatible with 

long relationships, and this is likely why love is not a topic that is as visible as sex. The actual 

talk about love does not feel genuine in Gossip Girl. Though shallow feelings are what unite 

both novels, in The Princess Diaries there is also the beginning of something more. 

Furthermore, Mia learns from her first experience and becomes more mature, seeing that there 

has to be more than appearance to make a person attractive.  
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Conclusion 

Although topics can be similar in different novels, it does not mean that they are treated in the 

same way. Studying the novels, The Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl, reveals that even 

though the novels belong to the same genre, i.e. teenage chick lit, they do not portray 

important human topics such as friendship, family bonds, the importance of appearance, sex, 

and love in the same way. Some similarities can be found but to a great extent they have 

different approaches to the topics and this gives support to the thesis of this essay that teenage 

chick lit is a heterogeneous genre.  

          The comparative results in this essay show that The Princess Diaries illustrates mostly 

the heroine’s progress as a result of trials and tribulations where she matures through her 

experiences. Mia comes to a point where she does not accept being put down by her best 

friend any longer. She seeks other friends but can also be forgiving when Lilly apologizes and 

consequently they can solve their problems. The lack of parenting shown in The Princess 

Diaries contributes to the protagonist’s maturing, as well, because it forces her to take on 

more responsibility than could be expected from a teenager. Furthermore, Mia goes from 

struggling with her own appearance to realising that appearance cannot replace a good 

personality. It is only when it comes to sex that the protagonist in The Princess Diaries does 

not make any progress. That is of course natural since the heroine is a young teenager 

through-out the entire novel. Her youth is reflected in how she looks upon sex; she becomes 

embarrassed or romanticizes it whenever the subject comes up. On the whole, the novel points 

out values for the young readership and ways to deal with important issues during puberty. 

For the mature reader it is clear that The Princess Diaries has an educational theme. 

          Gossip Girl can have educational value as well but it is not as obvious. This can be 

explained by the fact that Gossip Girl shows a world that has other values than those that are 

sought-after in The Princess Diaries. Furthermore, Gossip Girl readers are probably 

somewhat older than the ones that read The Princess Diaries. To begin with, the novel 

portrays mostly a superficial friendship where the characters bond because they have common 

backgrounds. In contrast to the protagonist in The Princess Diaries, the lack of parenting does 

not make the characters in Gossip Girl more mature; in fact they present the opposite 

behaviour. Appearance is much more prominent than inner qualities in this novel. Here it is a 

difficult complex of problems, connected to appearance, which is portrayed through one of 

the characters that suffers from an eating-disorder. When sex is discussed in this novel, it is 

done with the old gender roles intact, often in a stereotypical way, and there are also 

descriptions which can be experienced as being brutal. In Gossip Girl, there is little genuine 
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love, it is just another accessory and what seems most important is to have a relationship with 

somebody that is equal in status. The novel thus addresses older teenagers because the 

contents are much more sophisticated. It requires a certain degree of experience to be able to 

reflect on and relate to the problems that are visible in the novel, which too young readers 

might lack.  

          Chick lit can certainly be regarded as entertainment for the young readers but although 

the target group for these specific novels are teenagers, the novels are very different and 

consequently they can appeal to a diverse readership. The comparative reading in this essay of 

The Princess Diaries and Gossip Girl has, however, shown that they both handle serious 

issues that go beyond the trivial.           

          As a genre, chick lit novels attract a large readership, and this essay supports the 

argument that the novels can offer complexity. This does not agree well with the fact that 

chick lit is dismissed by researchers. There are questions to be answered. One of these 

questions coincides to some extent with the contents of this essay, namely that a thorough 

review of what it is specifically in chick lit that appeals to the teenagers should be conducted. 

Furthermore, how important is chick lit to teenagers? The genre cannot be disregarded for 

long because it is evolving constantly, and attracting an increasingly large target group, and as 

a result it has the ability to influence many people. 
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