Big Mouth Ugly Girl Summary

Big Mouth Ugly Girl is a captivating young adult novel written by the
talented author Joyce Carol Oates. The story navigates the complexities of
adolescence, identity, and the often tumultuous world of high school social
dynamics. Through the lens of its unique protagonist, the novel explores
themes of friendship, acceptance, and the struggle for self-identity in a
society that often emphasizes conformity.

Plot Summary

The narrative follows the life of a high school girl named Ursula "Big Mouth"
Murray, who is unflinchingly honest and outspoken. Her nickname, "Big Mouth,"



is derived from her tendency to speak her mind freely, often leading to both
amusing and awkward situations. Ursula’s life takes a dramatic turn when she
becomes embroiled in a school incident that tests her character and social
standing.

One day, a fellow student named "D" is accused of plotting a violent act at
their school. While other students react with fear and ostracism, Ursula
chooses to stand by D, believing in his innocence. This decision leads to
significant repercussions in her life, as she faces backlash from her peers
and grapples with her own sense of morality and justice.

Character Development

The characters in "Big Mouth Ugly Girl" are richly drawn, each contributing
to the overall narrative in profound ways. Here are some key characters:

1. Ursula Murray: The protagonist, Ursula is a strong-willed and outspoken
girl who struggles with her image and the perceptions others have of
her. Her journey is one of self-discovery and resilience.

2. D: Ursula’s friend and the accused student, D is depicted as a troubled
yet misunderstood character. His situation forces Ursula to confront her
beliefs about loyalty and justice.

3. Ursula's Parents: They play a role in shaping Ursula’s views and
contribute to the novel's exploration of family dynamics.

4. Schoolmates: The various students in Ursula’s high school represent the
spectrum of adolescent behavior, from bullying to support, illustrating
the challenges of teenage social hierarchies.

Themes and Motifs

"Big Mouth Ugly Girl" is rich with themes that resonate with young adults and
readers of all ages. Some of the prominent themes include:

Identity and Self-Acceptance

Ursula’s journey is fundamentally about understanding who she is beyond the
labels placed upon her. Her nickname and her struggles with body image and
societal expectations illustrate the challenges many young people face in
their quest for self-acceptance. The novel encourages readers to embrace



their individuality and highlights the importance of being true to oneself,
regardless of external pressures.

Friendship and Loyalty

The bond between Ursula and D is central to the narrative. Their friendship
is tested by the challenges they face, particularly when Ursula chooses to
defend D against accusations. This aspect of the story underscores the
importance of standing by friends in times of crisis, as well as the
complexities of loyalty in a world that often demands conformity.

Social Dynamics and Bullying

The high school setting provides a backdrop for the exploration of social
dynamics, including bullying and peer pressure. Ursula’s experiences reflect
the often harsh realities of high school life, where social status and
popularity can dictate behavior. The novel serves as a critique of these
societal norms and emphasizes the need for empathy and understanding among
peers.

Writing Style and Structure

Joyce Carol Oates employs a straightforward yet engaging writing style that
captures the voice of a teenager. The narrative is accessible, making it
suitable for young adult readers while still offering depth for older
audiences. The use of first-person perspective allows readers to intimately
experience Ursula's thoughts and feelings, fostering a strong connection to
her character.

The structure of the novel is chronological, following Ursula’s journey from
the beginning of the school year to its climactic moments. This linear
progression effectively builds tension and allows for character development
as the story unfolds.

Critical Reception

"Big Mouth Ugly Girl" has received a mix of reviews, with many praising
Oates' ability to tackle complex themes in a relatable manner. Critics have
noted the authenticity of Ursula’s voice and the realistic portrayal of high
school life. The novel'’s exploration of serious topics such as violence,
friendship, and identity has resonated with readers, making it a significant
contribution to the young adult genre.



Some criticisms have pointed to the pacing of the plot, suggesting that
certain parts could have benefited from more development. However, the
emotional depth and character-driven narrative have largely overshadowed
these critiques.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Big Mouth Ugly Girl" is a thought-provoking novel that offers
a poignant exploration of adolescence, friendship, and the struggle for self-
identity. Joyce Carol Oates masterfully weaves together the challenges faced
by teenagers in a relatable and engaging manner. Through Ursula's journey,
readers are encouraged to reflect on their own identities and the importance
of loyalty and empathy in their relationships.

The novel serves as a reminder that despite societal pressures and
expectations, embracing individuality and standing up for what is right can
lead to personal growth and deeper connections with others. As a piece of
young adult literature, "Big Mouth Ugly Girl" remains relevant and impactful,
making it a must-read for anyone navigating the complexities of teenage life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Big Mouth Ugly Girl'?

The main theme of 'Big Mouth Ugly Girl' revolves around the struggles of
teenage identity, friendship, and the impact of bullying and societal
expectations on young individuals.

Who are the main characters in 'Big Mouth Ugly
Girl'?

The main characters are Ursula Riggs, an outspoken girl who is often bullied,
and her unlikely friend, a popular boy named Matt. Their friendship grows as
they navigate the challenges of high school together.

How does the story address issues of bullying?

The story addresses bullying by showcasing Ursula's experiences and how she
stands up for herself, as well as highlighting the consequences of bullying
on both the victim and the perpetrator.

What is the significance of the title 'Big Mouth
Ugly Girl'?

The title 'Big Mouth Ugly Girl' reflects Ursula's self-perception and the
labels society places on her. It emphasizes the themes of self-acceptance and



the importance of looking beyond appearances.

What lessons can readers learn from 'Big Mouth Ugly
Girl'?

Readers can learn about the importance of empathy, the value of true
friendship, and the necessity of standing up against bullying and stereotypes
in order to foster a more inclusive environment.
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