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Sometimes I think that maybe we are just stories (…) we may as well just be words 
on a page, because we’re only what we’ve done and what we are going to do. 

Would the reader suggest that this is a quote from a classic novel or rather from a teen fiction book? 
Indeed, it has been drawn from the Young Adult (YA) title Tiger Lily, by Jodi Lynn Anderson. 
Despite the increasing number of books for teenagers that have become modern classics over time
—the first of them being The Outsiders, by S.E. Hinton—, YA fiction still has the reputation of  
being low quality literature at the eyes of both critics and readers. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
even readers of YA books recognise many of its text offer entertainment and escape rather than a 
literary experience. However, a number of experts, such as Alison Waller (2009) or Kimberley 
Reynolds (2007), argue that teen books help readers develop their own ideas about the world, as 
well as reflect their current concerns. Over the next pages we will travel through the main themes 
regarded in young adult fiction and we will enlighten the ways books of very different genres—
from fantasy to realistic fiction, going through supernatural romance or dystopian and post-
apocalyptic worlds—can reflect and even influence teenage concerns about their own bodies, their 
future or their personal freedom. 

What is YA Literature? 

Throughout the last years, young adult literature has been seen as a sub-genre of either children’s or 
adult literature; both of them feature examples of high quality traditional and classic texts, such as 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland or Pride and Prejudice, respectively. However, this definition is 
not useful anymore. The creation of the modern concept of teenager back in the post-war period in 
the United States drew the first boundaries regarding young people, sketched the first image of the 
typical adolescent and set the foundations of today’s youth culture.  

By definition, a teenager is a person whose age is comprised between thirteen and nineteen years 
old, even though the term is most commonly used to refer to adolescents, that is the professional 
word that gathers people going through puberty.  

Young adult is a prejudice-free term less referring to age but more to the products and lifestyle that 
was first used in 1957 when the Young Adult Library Services Association was created. In the 60s, 
the first YA imprints started to emerge: Penguin launched Peacock Books, while Macmillan created 
Topliners and Bodley Head, New Adult. Is was then when the first line was drawn between 
children’s and YA books, even though, as Alison Waller points out, “there is still much work to be 
done in defining boundaries, building a specific criticism, and theorising the field” (2009, p.14).  
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The lines between what is and what is not YA literature are blurred, and therefore it is possible to 
find numerous definitions of the term according to different authors. Michael Cart (2010) considers 
that there is no need for a formal definition, since YA literature is the result of adult attitudes 
towards adolescence, while Holland argues that it is “a reading event, whatever any adolescent 
happens to be reading at any given time” (1995, p.61). Donelson and Nilsen agree with Holland’s 
definition, and refer to YA literature as the kind of books that “readers between the ages of twelve 
and twenty choose to read” (1989, p.13). However, these definitions are no longer useful since YA 
has started to be regarded, not as a reading event or a choice of reads, but as a genre. Nowadays, 
publishers can decide wether an author’s text can fit into the categories of children, adult or young 
adult fiction. Waller (2009) reaches the conclusion that the most useful way to define YA literature 
and, therefore, be able to classify the texts, is to identify the characteristics that are expected—by 
authors, publishers, teachers and readers. For example, YA novels are generally shorter than adult 
titles, have fewer or no subplots, choose accessible and appropriate language and are about 
adolescence in some way, incorporating a teenage protagonist or elements of their interest.  

One of the most important characteristics of YA fiction is its taboo breaking credentials: these titles 
talk about and question issues of the “real life”, turning themselves into the first link between 
teenagers and the adult world. They incorporate representations of milestones in every person’s life, 
such as the first experience of death, the first sexual encounter and the movement between high 
school and university, as well as general markers of identity achievement of maturation and 
empowerment (Waller, 2009). 

At this point it is important to indicate that we will be talking about “literature of breaking and 
becoming”, not about “literature of control and conformity” (Reynolds, 2007, p.79). The fact that 
books for teenagers are usually written by adults raises the question about the fact that they can be 
used to create a commodification, to teach adolescents how to behave following the canons of 
today’s society, instead of questioning the world and letting them find the answers by themselves. 
Kimberley Reynolds identifies three types of YA fiction: the first category is that of the books that 
trivialise adolescents, addresses them as “superficial, hedonistic, and narcissistic” and naturalises 
the predominant ideology to the point that teenagers stop questioning the reality that surrounds 
them; in this category of books, no lessons are learned, and young people are represented as 
“dependent, parasitical and powerless” (Reynolds, 2007, p. 79). The second category pools the 
nihilistic fiction titles, showing teenagers as “damaged products of damaging societies” (Reynolds, 
2007, p.81), often ignoring the existence of youth culture and its potential for subversion and 
resistance. The third category gathers books that celebrate the power of young people and recognise 
their capability to understand and engage with deeper themes such as capitalism, self-discovery, 
good and evil—these are the kind of texts that are going to be addressed throughout the next pages. 

Freedom and Empowerment 

Donelson and Nilsen (1989, p.13) define young adults as “those who think they’re too old to be 
children but who others think are too young to be adults”. Teenagers have the capability of making 
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their own decisions but encounter a lack of freedom—the fact that they are underage causes that all 
the important decisions of their lives are made or supported by adults. 

The concepts empowerment and resistance are often used as synonyms, and this is why it is 
important not to confuse the latter with resistance to an ideology. In fact, it is increasingly rare to 
relate adolescent power with ideologies since it is a temporal state of mind and body that could not 
be translated into a political movement, unlike race or gender. Instead, resistance and empowerment 
are now being used to connote “individual, interpersonal and relational levels of power” (Waller, 
2009, p.97). 

The disempowerment of adolescents can be found in both social and anatomical levels. As 
mentioned above, the most obvious constraint in a teenager’s life is the fact that, even though they 
are able to make important decisions about their lives, these always have to be supported by their 
parents or tutors. Secondly, Waller points out that the physical changes associated with puberty 
often make teenagers feel disoriented in their own bodies, “trapped by hormones and defined by 
gender and by sexual or emotional needs” (2009, p.98). 

These two levels of disempowerment are largely addressed in young adult literature, both directly 
and indirectly. For example, teenage transformations are often a metaphor of the physical changes 
that every person comes through during puberty. In Lady: My Life as a Bitch (Melvin Burgess), the 
seventeen-year-old protagonist, Sandra, is magically turned into a dog, and this experience is 
ultimately seen as a release from all her human struggles. As an animal, Sandra/Lady is able to do 
everything that made her feel guilty when she was a girl, she finds freedom, and at the end she 
decides to remain in dog form.  

Another lesson of empowerment through YA literature is the fact that the main characters are often 
depicted as strong, independent youngsters, capable of making their own choices and behave as 
adults, or even take responsibility for their elder’s mistakes. Reynolds offers the example of 
dystopian titles, which often portrait a young protagonist being “inconvenient to authorities seeking 
to impose their visions of society”, showing that the problem does not lie with the youth culture, but 
“with those who misuse positions of trust and power and begrudge those who are capable of 
independent thought and action” (2007, pp.83-84). For instance, The Hunger Games (Suzanne 
Collins) is a book about sacrificing the youth, about young people being thrown into an arena to die 
for older generations’ mistakes; the heroine of this novel, Katniss Everdeen, is in charge of feeding 
her whole family and doesn’t hesitate to take her sister’s place in the coliseum to save her life. 
Further on in the trilogy, we will see that she is a young woman perfectly able to defend herself that 
will ultimately become the symbol of a revolution. 

It is possible to find further case studies within the current realistic fiction trend, even though they 
are rarer because of the crucial role parents have gotten to play in teenagers’ lives. In Paper Towns 
(John Green), the protagonist, Quentin “Q” Jacobsen, starts to break the rules and ultimately runs 
away from home looking for the girl he is in love with, Margo Roth Spiegelman—this text touches 
themes such as growing up and adolescent love, but also freedom. 
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Nevertheless, academics show concern about the fact that young adult books are written by adults 
for teenagers, something that implies a hierarchy. In women’s fiction, for instance, the writer speaks 
on behalf of her subject, while in children’s and teen literature “the content is produced for that 
readership with an external sense of what is good or useful or entertaining” (Waller, 2009, p.99). 
Therefore, YA fiction shows adult impressions about adolescence, and according to Reynolds (2007, 
pp.78-79) this situation has brought the risk of turning these books into literature of containment, 
that reflects reality instead of challenging or questioning it, a narcissist type of books that seek 
regulation instead of breakaway. This brings us back to the three categories of literature explained 
above: the first two risk encouraging conformity and disillusionment, turning off the resistance 
potential that has traditionally been associated with teenagers, while the last one celebrates the 
power of young people to resist, and ultimately fight, social injustice. 

Growing Up: Physical and Psychological Transformations in YA Fiction 

“Through literacy, young women construct and reconstruct their desires and gender subjectivities, 
as well as their awareness of social differences and power relations”, says Christian-Smith (2003, 
pp.1-2). And this statement does not just apply to girls; indeed, literature has an unquestionable role 
in influencing how young men and women see themselves and others.  

According to the developmental theory, adolescence is a state of transition between, and in conflict 
with, childhood and adulthood; teenagers have an unstable identity, their ideologies and conceptions 
of the world are not yet crystallised and, therefore, their way of thinking is easy to manipulate 
through education, literature and other forms of entertainment—such as TV, videogames or films. 
However, this is not the only outcome of developmental theory: Kaplan explains that “the process 
of development, in contradistinction to the process of mere change, is a movement towards 
perfection” (1983, pp.57-59). This connotation of the term development has various effects over the 
way teenagers see themselves and interact with the world and with others: first of all, it suggests 
that teenagers are not perfect by definition; secondly, it sets the problem of expectations, being too 
rigid in what is acceptable, normal or successful and what is not (Waller, 2009), and it implies that a 
“normal” evolution should move towards these standards, provoking a frustration in young people 
that are unable or unwilling to follow the implicit rules of society. 

Despite its flaws, developmental theory is a useful tool to identify the place adolescents occupy in 
society, and to remind us that they are like sponges, continuously absorbing ideas and creating 
concepts and reshaping. However, unlike children, teenagers are able to make their own decisions 
and build their own concepts of the world that surrounds them. This stage, according to Waller, is 
“the moment or phase when identity begins to be crystallised, cognitive skills sharpen, social roles 
are adopted or anticipated” (2009, pp.30-31). 

Therefore, one of the most important parts of adolescence is identity achievement. Kaplan (2005) 
argues that “the trope that all young adult literature has in common is the search for identity”, and 
this is a theme that can be found in numerous fantasy, magical realism, science-fiction and realistic 
fiction works. For example, in Lauren Oliver’s Before I Fall we encounter a narcissist, self-
absorbed protagonist, seventeen-year-old Samantha Kingston, who is killed in a car accident but 
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magically starts to relive the last day of her life over and over again, an experience that offers her 
the opportunity to realise what is really important and what is not. In the science-fiction trilogy The 
Maze Runner (James Dashner), Thomas wakes up in the centre of a labyrinth with no clue of who 
he is or what he is doing there; only through living with the other boys that have been imprisoned 
there will he learn the true essence of friendship and grow to become the leader he was meant to be
—his self-discovery journey had to start with forgetting everything in order to free himself from the 
predetermination given by his education.  

Within the realistic literary current, we can find interesting self-discovery examples in same-sex and 
transgender literature (Sokoll, 2013). These books play a crucial role in normalising the image of 
transgender adolescents, 80% of which felt unsafe at school according to the 2011 National School 
Climate Survey conducted by the GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network). Luna 
(Julie Anne Peters) is a book about the self-discovery and self-acceptance process of Liam, a 
transgender teenager who ends up embracing his female self, Luna. This book, considered one of 
the Top Ten Trans Titles for Teens by Talya Sokoll (2013), encourage readers to “move beyond the 
binaries of male/female, masculine/feminine into more nuanced ways of understanding sexual 
difference and orientations” (Reynolds, 2007, p.129). 

The issue of acceptance of the own gender and body identity leads us to the physical dimension of 
growing up. While realistic or science fiction titles are convenient for self-identity building—
through gender issues and supernatural or scientific alterations of the human mind—, fantasy and 
magical realism offer good examples of reflections about physical transformations of the adolescent 
body.  

Let’s start with an example from one of the most popular young adult sagas of the last decade, 
Twilight (Stephenie Meyer). McGeough argues that, in these books, Bella’s bodily appearance is “a 
source of humiliation, limitation, and anxiety” (2010, p.89), not only because of its adolescent 
nature, but also because the protagonist is seen as average, “shamefully plain” (Meyer, 2006, p.65) 
in contrast with the vampire’s body. Later on, the protagonist’s transformation from human to 
vampire is characterised by an intense pain, as well as a loss of control over the body while the 
mind remains clear; when the process is finished, she realises that all her senses are sharper, her 
body is graceful and she is no longer plain, but beautiful. It is then when Bella realises that she has 
found her true self through that body transformation, that being a vampire was what she needed in 
order to become the person she was meant to be. McGeough explains that, in this moment, the 
agony of the process “pales in comparison to the physical benefits of becoming a vampire” (2010, 
p.98). The human shape of Bella could be seen as a preadolescent stage, the transformation in 
which she loses control over her body and experiences an intense pain is parallel to a teenage phase 
and, finally, the perfection of a vampire body represents the arrival of the protagonist to adulthood.  

Another form of reflecting about puberty are magical realist texts’ metamorphosis. Waller (2009) 
argues that teenage transformations into animals, or even monsters, are often a metaphor of the 
physical changes of puberty. In these stories it is possible to find two kinds of situations: some 
characters experience the transition to an animal form as a way of entering adulthood, while others 
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see it as a retreat from the adult world. In Pictures in the Dark (Gillian Cross), the protagonist, 
Peter, is a clumsy and skinny boy that during the night can transform into a healthy and sleek otter 
and escape to the riverside, and this metamorphosis has a positive impact in the teenager’s 
development to maturity, showing him a new world where he is no longer protected by adults. On 
the other hand, the animal form can be seen as childish since it makes communication impossible 
with other human beings, even though it becomes acceptable when the protagonist finally comes 
back to his human form, to evolve from beast (infant) to adult. 

Individuality vs. Belonging 

Earlier in this article we explained the importance of self-discovery in young adult fiction, a stage 
of human development that is always connected to both personal and social aspects of life. Indeed, 
Waller (2009) points out that the approach to adolescent identity must consider the individual’s 
growing sense of their social and ideological position, but yet be formed through intense attention to 
individuality. 

Individualism usually refers to modes of liberal political and economical thought that emerged in 
the 70s, 80s and 90s and stated that individuals no longer existed as part of a class but they had to 
become themselves. The consequences of this current of thinking are not just political but also 
cultural: it gave way to an increasing personal isolation and an educational emphasis on 
individuality and self-reliance, as well as a culture of intimacy, informality and self-expression. 
Teenagers’ development can easily be compared with the political change between socialism and 
liberalism: they grew up under their parent’s protection during their whole childhood, but the first 
step into adolescence started a path towards independence that will make them naturally self-
absorbed. Within the modern society we encounter two generations of young people: on the one 
hand, the Millennials, who have been taught to follow their dreams and tend to think that they are 
unique; on the other hand, the Generation Z, which is constituted by stubborn, independent and 
impatient youngsters that are less concerned about what they consider “out-of-date” morals and 
more about online trends (Benhamou, 2015). Both generations have in common the egocentric 
nature of the people that conform them, and most YA books satisfy that teenage interest to find 
stories in which to project themselves. For example, in high fantasy, the protagonist often gets 
involved in a quest that has big implications and makes him or her the most important person in the 
world, something that we can see in texts such as Throne of Glass (Sarah J. Maas), where the main 
character, Celaena Sardothien, turns out the be the long-lost queen of a conquered land and starts a 
mission to bring down the cruel King of Adarlan and recover her throne. “It is likely that saving the 
world appeals to a young teenager more than achieving high grades or successfully overcoming 
realistic or social problems of their own”, explains Waller (2009, p.62).  

However, human identity has to be built, not only through isolated individualism, but also through 
social interaction. Rebecca Carol Noël Totaro explains in her article Suffering in Utopia that 
protagonists often “suffer from some defect that makes them aware that they are different and that 
their maladjustment threatens the harmony of the larger community”, but soon they find a new 
community in which they are no longer misfits. After living different experiences and contrasting 
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those two worlds, the hero discerns whether the society of origin is utopian or dystopian and “must 
then decide where he or she belongs” (2003, p.129). This theory can be applied to very different 
young adult books, such as Harry Potter (J.K. Rowling), where Harry has grown up with his uncles 
feeling that he didn’t fit in until he is taken to a utopian place, Hogwarts, full of magicians like 
himself. In Divergent (Veronica Roth), the faction someone is assigned to literally establishes who 
that person is—Abnegation (selfless), Candor (sincere), Erudite (bright), Amity (friendly) or 
Dauntless (brave). The protagonist of this trilogy, Beatrice “Tris” Prior, considers the faction 
structure a perfect system where everybody knows where they belong until she finds out that she is 
divergent—someone that fits in more than one faction—and her community of origin reveals itself 
as a dystopia when she is turned into a fugitive. 

Both cases have in common the struggle of the protagonist to belong, an issue most teenagers have 
to face during this stage of their lives. Furthermore, shared identity is not only a way to discover 
oneself, but also a form of cultural and social empowerment for teenagers. For example, in The 
Outsiders (S.E. Hinton), the gang is seen as a form of empowerment through subcultures: the 
protagonist, Ponyboy, is a member of the Greasers, a gang of young men that isolate themselves 
from the adult authority and the high class represented by the Socials through a set of behavioural 
rules. “Teenagers consciously decide to assume a particular group identity and act that identity out 
in order to challenge the conventional power structures that partly control them”, explains Waller 
(2009, p.95). 

Conclusions 

The beginning of the article discussed the common belief that young adult fiction is a literature of 
containment, written by adults for teenagers in order to educate them or even keep their self-
absorbed, docile attitude.  

However, juvenile books do portrait and have a positive influence over teenagers through 
reflections about growing up, individuality and empowerment. It is necessary for publishing 
professionals to recognise the struggles teenagers encounter in order to develop content that can 
appeal and be useful for them at the same time. As previously argued, adolescence is a stage of life 
when the identity and ideology are still being developed, and the best way to help youngsters to 
create their own judgement is to question the pre-established rules without being didactic or 
preachy.  

To say that young adult books are low-quality literature that accommodates narcissist attitudes and 
low reading skills is not entirely false, but it is an overgeneralisation (Donelson and Nilsen, 1989). 
The examples offered throughout this article show that even the most criticised young adult books 
can have a positive (or negative) influence over young people’s ideas about the world. The time has 
come for publishing houses to be able to tell apart the three Reynold’s categories of juvenile texts 
and edit books that transmit these positive messages about and for young adults. 

Word count: 3,850 
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