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Résumé  
Les préoccupations et les controverses abordées par les adolescents sont les 

prémices et la motivation de la thèse, qui se trouve au croisement de sources secondaires 
issues de la psychologie et de la sociologie, en particulier des domaines plus restreints des 
théories de l'identité, de l'identité sociale et des expressions littéraires de la société. Les 
liens entre la littérature pour jeunes adultes, la philosophie, la psychologie, la sociologie, 
les théories de l'identité et de l'identité sociale, les théories culturelles m’aideront à 
enquêter sur les préoccupations, les conflits, les problèmes et les crises d'identité des 
adolescents, monde que les adultes confirmés et les jeunes adultes partagent. En comparant 
et en contrastant les représentations littéraires des adolescents dans plusieurs romans pour 
jeunes adultes et en comparant des thèmes significatifs traités dans des romans écrits au 
cours de décennies différentes, nous arrivons à la conclusion que la littérature devient 
déterminante pour l’étude des adolescents dans le monde réel. La thèse a également pour 
objectif de discuter de manière critique de certains des meilleurs romans contemporains de 
YA qui sont plus complexes et sophistiqués en termes de thèmes, de personnages, de 
symboles, de graphes, d'ambiguïtés, que ceux écrits dans les années 1940 ou bien 1950. 

Keywords: young adult literature, psychology, sociology, theories of social identity, 
literary representations 

 
Given the large number of texts dedicated to adolescents written over time, it 

was necessary from the beginning to limit the number of books that would 
constitute the main object for my research. Accordingly, a number of fictional texts 
included in the literary genre known as Young Adult literature had to be compiled. 
The initial list of texts consisted of many novels which I examined over and over 
again in the different phases of my research, gradually eliminating those that I 
considered less suitable for my purpose. They either did not bring any novelty to 
the research, or did not create interesting literary characters from different cultural 
contexts. In addition, the texts that did not correspond to the criteria established for 
this research have been eliminated from the list. Consequently, the novels that 
belong to the literary genre, and also show literary value and portray relevant 
characters have been kept. The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger (1951), The 
Chocolate War by Robert Cormier (1967), The Perks of Being a Wallflower written 
by Stephen Chbosky (1999) and The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian 
by Sherman Alexie (2009) are the four selected young adult (YA) novels that 
correspond to the intentions of my research. The investigation of these literary texts 
has focuses on their protagonists that belong to different strict representations of 
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cultural and social environments, literary characters that are relevant in the real 
world for real teenagers. Because they dramatize and fictionalize real issues that 
are relevant to adolescents, including identity crisis, negative influence of peer 
groups, family conflicts, racism, political abuse, each one of the four selected 
novels, as well as a vast majority of YA novels transforms into a coping 
mechanism for real teenagers. 

During the research it became obvious that it is not possible to have an 

overall view of the representations of adolescents‟ identity crisis in young adult 

literature unless different approaches, from distinct cultural backgrounds, are 

considered. For this reason, the choice included a number of criteria that were 

established from the beginning but were applied toward the end of the selection 

phase, when I became much more familiarized with what was relevant to the 

research. First, the texts had to belong to the same literary category, so the 

framework of this corpus has been the literary genre. One exception is J.D. 

Salinger‟s The Catcher in the Rye, a literary text which, although not written 

specifically for adolescents, has been selected for this research because its 

protagonist is considered the prototype of the teenager in the American fiction. 

Second, the literary texts had to allow grouping by twos in order to facilitate the 

comparisons between the fictional representations of teenagers and their identity 

crises. Third, they all had to fictionalize an adolescent and his/her concerns, 

conflicts, struggles, difficulties encountered on the way to adulthood. Fourth, the 

fictional texts had to have special characters from different social and cultural 

milieus. 

This paper seeks to explain the criteria for constituting the research corpus, 

and, consequently, to develop a framework for analyzing the representations of 

adolescents and their identity crisis in American Young Adult literature. Selected 

mainly according to the criterion of relevance to my research, the corpus contains 

literary writings that portray adolescents and their identity crises and it includes the 

above-mentioned novels. These literary texts are appropriate in the context of the 

discussion of fictional characters‟ identity construction in social, economic or 

ethnic conditions, because they combine literary ways and prove the diversity of 

the literary genre.  

The analysis of the already mentioned literary corpus is focused on the 

diversity of literary characters and their relevance in the real world of teenagers. In 

addition, they illustrate the ways in which the problems and conflicts of real 

teenagers have been portrayed in literature, and how the challenges of adolescence 

continue to be a motivation for literature, its writers and its readers. The four 

selected novels allow for close analysis rather than adopting a survey and 

quantitative approach. Conversely, a lower number of novels would not be 

sufficient to undertake a comparative analysis, making it more difficult to identify 

trends and adolescents‟ issues in the American context of the time. An important 

aspect that links the selected novels is the exposure of the struggle of growing up 

throughout history; each one of them is representative for its time, history or social 

circumstances. The success of these novels was due to the fact that they illustrate 
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individual lives and the colors of a society, showing the growth and change of 

particular personalities within their social and cultural environments.  

Aiming at identifying various ways of showing adolescence and its crises in 

literature, the four novels were grouped by twos. This was not accidental, but it 

followed criteria such as intertextuality (in the case of Chbosky‟s The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower and Salinger‟s The Catcher in the Rye), or the difficulties of 

growing up in social/ethnic conditions (in the case of Cormier‟s The Chocolate 

War and Alexie‟s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian). 

The constitution of my corpus is closely linked to the general characteristic 

of the texts: they realistically describe the lives of adolescents focalized on their 

identity crises. In addition, the literary texts echo varied social problems by 

describing what happens in schools (in Robert Cormier‟s The Chocolate War) as 

well as ethnic problems (in Sherman Alexie‟s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-

Time Indian), or troubles of fitting in the adult world (J.D. Salinger‟s The Catcher 

in the Rye and Stephen Chbosky‟s The Perks of Being a Wallflower). Thus, one 

criterion involved in the selection of the novels was linked to the special conditions 

in which adolescence happens. 

Another important principle of selection was based on the rendering of 

„reality‟ through a first-person narrator. The literary texts are novels written by and 

for teenagers, more precisely narrative texts that have young protagonists who 

narrate the story from their point of view. In order to construct a close relationship 

between the novel and the reader, most of the novels for teenagers have a first-

person narrator. By choosing another adolescent to narrate his or her life 

experience, or fears, or problems, authors of such literature raise people‟s interest 

in reading the book. The fact that a character-narrator in a novel for teenagers 

functions as a model for readers gives it a didactic function. This idea is supported 

by Roberta Seelinger Trites (2000) who acknowledges the fact that first person 

narrators in Young Adult literature are given the power to decide on the 

information they share or they do not share with the readers. This feature is also 

depicted by Patricia Campbell who explains that such novels are “almost always 

written in the present tense and narrated in the first person by a teen” (Campbell, 

51). All young adult novels have, in the centre of the story, an adolescent who 

thinks and speaks like an adolescent, with no limitations, from his perspective.  

Another criterion which was involved in the selection process of this corpus 

was linked to the context of the novel production. The literary texts to be included 

in this corpus are texts in which representations of teenagers and their identity 

crises are rendered differently, depending on the social, cultural, economic context 

in which they were written. The growing up process, the search for identity, 

happened in different ways in the four novels. In order to find common points 

between the texts, they will be compared and contrasted in terms of the 

protagonists‟ identity crises, their conflicts, problems, issues, and their struggle to 

become adults. The four novels were included in the corpus for the purpose of 

comparison and in order to illustrate the characteristics of the fictional lives of 
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adolescents. The novels were selected taking into account the diversity of literary 

characters which were built in different social and economic conditions, but which 

share the same difficulties and identity crises.  

Each literary text was included in this corpus due to features that were 

relevant to the research. Thus, for instance:  

J.D. Salinger‟s The Catcher in the Rye offers the opportunity to 

analyze the efforts of the protagonist to attain individuality, and his fight 

against phoniness. Written during World War II, the novel is a starting 

point in exploring adolescents‟ trauma in postwar America. In that 

conformist era, the society insisted that teenagers should adhere to 

preconceived identities, but Holden Caulfield defies the rules and plays 

the role of the protector of innocence. 

Robert Cormier‟s The Chocolate War is the story of Jerry 

Renault, a teenager who disturbs the universe constructed by the society, 

the school and the Vigils. Defying the universe created by the Vigils, 

Jerry is the adolescent who fights against authority, trying to create his 

own identity.  

Stephen Chbosky‟s The Perks of Being a Wallflower. Narrated by 

Charlie, this epistolary novel deals with the growing up process of a 15-

year-old boy. At the beginning of the novel Charlie, the wallflower, does 

not have friends, and is absent from most of the events in his life. As the 

novel progresses, and as Charlie writes to his imaginary friend, he gains 

confidence and discovers his own talents.  

In Sherman Alexie‟s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 

Indian, Junior Arnold Spirit struggles with a sense of double identity. The 

author created a fictional character that encompasses two cultures: Indian 

and American. With a strong message that adolescents on Reservations 

must fight for a better life, the novel deals with Junior‟s coming-of-age in 

racial and ethnic conditions. 

With their fictional representations of adolescents‟ identity crises, J.D. 

Salinger, Stephen Chbosky, Robert Cormier and Sherman Alexie take part in a 

much larger array of the ways in which young adults were perceived and portrayed 

in America. In my research, the four analyzed novels shift their perceptions 

regarding the literary representations of teenagers‟ identity crises. From Holden 

Caulfield‟s alienation and refusal to mature or Charlie‟s inner conflicts, to Junior 

Arnold Spirit‟s struggle to integrate, or Jerry Renault‟s daring to “disturb the 

universe”, all identity crises and characters were built according to the specificity 

of their time or with intention to respond to the expectations of the readers.  

The similarities and differences between the fictional representations of 

teenagers passing through crises of identity highlighted a variety of beautiful and 

strong literary characters, while revealing the techniques by which writers have 

built their characters.  

The four literary texts are examples of the ways in which the problems and 

conflicts of real teenagers have been illustrated in literature, and how the 

challenges of adolescence continue to be a motivation for its writers and its readers. 
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An important aspect that links them is the exposure of the struggle of growing up 

throughout history. They illustrate individual lives, and the specific social and 

economic context of the American society in its various decades ranging from the 

1950s to the turn of the 21
st
 century, showing the growth and changes of particular 

personalities within specific social and cultural environments. The analysis of this 

literary corpus will draw attention to the fact that, although some of the books in 

this literary category have become classics, enjoyed by succeeding generations of 

teenagers and adults alike, each generation and their readers have something 

particular, special, a language and preoccupations that describe one definite time, 

one culture, one generation. 
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