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ABSTRACT 

This study examines how three influential strands of Anglophone coming-of-age writing, 

Salinger‟s mid-century adolescent alienation, Chbosky‟s late-twentieth-century epistolary 

interiority, and John Green‟s twenty-first-century teen voice shaped by institutional life, 

illness discourse, and self-reflexive media awareness, stage identity formation as both a 

psychological task and a narrative problem. Drawing on concepts from adolescent literature 

studies, the Bildungsroman tradition, and developmental identity theory, the study argues that 

these texts converge on a shared concern: the struggle to author a coherent self under 

conditions of social surveillance, trauma, and the pressure to perform maturity. However, 

they diverge in where they locate agency. Salinger dramatizes a negative capability of refusal 

and disgust with “phoniness,” Chbosky frames identity as a gradual recovery of memory and 

relational trust through writing, and Green repeatedly models identity as interpretive practice, 

reading the world‟s scripts (school, romance, grief, religion, medicine) and revising them 

without fully escaping their constraints. 

Keywords: Coming-of-age, Bildungsroman, identity formation, young adult fiction, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Young adult fiction is often described as a literature of passage, but the passage itself is rarely 

smooth or singular. In modern YA narratives, “growing up” is increasingly represented not as 

linear maturation but as conflict between internal experience and external scripts, family 

expectations, school discipline, peer cultures, sexuality norms, classed and gendered 

performance, and institutional authority. Critics of adolescent literature have shown that YA 

texts frequently dramatize the adolescent‟s encounter with power and regulation, making 

identity formation inseparable from negotiation with social systems that define what counts 

as a “successful” self [1]. At the same time, YA remains in productive dialogue with the 

Bildungsroman tradition, which historically organized youthful development as a movement 

from individual desire to social accommodation, sometimes as reconciliation, sometimes as 

critique [2]. 

This study places J. D. Salinger‟s The Catcher in the Rye (1951), Stephen Chbosky‟s The 

Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999), and selected John Green novels, especially Looking for 

Alaska (2005) and The Fault in Our Stars (2012), into a comparative frame in order to 

analyze how identity is narrated, tested, and (partially) stabilized across changing cultural 

moments. Salinger‟s Holden Caulfield has become a template for adolescent voice as 

complaint, refusal, and moral disgust; Chbosky‟s Charlie reworks that template through the 

epistolary form, making identity a record of vulnerability and recovery; Green‟s protagonists 

inherit both legacies while intensifying the role of discourse itself, how teens learn to speak 

through borrowed languages (romance clichés, self-help slogans, religious consolation, pop-

cultural irony) while trying to claim an authentic “I”. 



Journal Literary Aesthetics                                                                                                                               ISSN: 2347-8705 
Volume No: 11, Issue No: 2, Year: 2024 (July-December)                         Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8) 

PP: 28-34                                     Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org   

Published By: National Press Associates                                                                                                                                                       Page 29 

© Copyright @ Author 

To connect narrative form to developmental questions, this analysis mobilizes identity theory 

that treats adolescence and emerging adulthood as periods of exploration and commitment, 

with identity understood as an achieved coherence that remains fragile and revisable. The 

central claim is that these novels represent identity formation not merely as theme but as an 

epistemic struggle: who gets to define the self, what counts as evidence of maturity, and 

whether narrative can repair the fractures produced by grief, trauma, shame, and the fear of 

being “found out”. 

2. CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

YA studies are especially useful for analyzing identity because it foregrounds how adolescent 

protagonists are situated within power-laden environments, schools, families, mental-health 

systems, medical institutions, and peer networks. Trites argues that YA novels commonly 

stage adolescent subjectivity as constrained by institutional forces; “growing up” involves 

learning the terms of power, sometimes resisting them and sometimes internalizing them [1]. 

This lens clarifies why identity formation is so often narrated as conflict with “rules” that 

appear both external (authority) and internal (shame, fear, compulsions). 

At the level of genre, the Bildungsroman supplies a longer historical grammar for narrating 

development. Moretti‟s account emphasizes that the formation novel mediates between 

individual autonomy and social normality, an unstable compromise whose terms shift across 

eras [3]. In a mid-century American setting, Holden‟s narrative looks like an anti-formation 

novel: instead of reconciling with society, he offers a sustained refusal, and the narrative ends 

not with integration but with institutional containment. In late-twentieth-century YA, 

Chbosky revives formation as relational repair: the self forms through friendship, cultural 

apprenticeship, and the reworking of traumatic memory. In Green‟s twenty-first-century 

fiction, formation becomes interpretive self-fashioning amid highly mediated cultural scripts, 

where the adolescent self is both intensely self-aware and persistently uncertain about 

authenticity. 

Developmental identity theory offers another axis. Erikson‟s account of adolescence 

emphasizes the psychosocial task of identity versus role confusion, highlighting the need for 

continuity, recognition, and a livable narrative of the self across time [4]. Marcia‟s influential 

identity-status model operationalizes this developmental task through the concepts of 

exploration and commitment, distinguishing identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, 

and diffusion [5]. Later identity research, while refining and sometimes critiquing these 

models, continues to treat identity as a dynamic trajectory shaped by relationships, 

institutions, and cultural options, while also warning against overly rigid “status” thinking 

that can miss how identity is narrated, performed, and revised. Arnett‟s “emerging 

adulthood” framework is especially relevant for Green‟s characters, who inhabit a cultural 

moment in which prolonged education, delayed marriage, and uncertainty about work and 

belonging intensify identity exploration beyond adolescence [6]. 

Together, these frameworks allow the study to connect form (first-person confession, 

epistolary letters, meta-aware teen narration) with developmental function: how a narrative 

voice performs identity, how it defends itself, and how it attempts to become credible, to 

itself and to others. 

3. METHOD AND CORPUS 

This is a qualitative, comparative close-reading study grounded in narrative analysis. The 

primary texts are Salinger‟s The Catcher in the Rye [7], Chbosky‟s The Perks of Being a 

Wallflower [8], and John Green‟s Looking for Alaska and The Fault in Our Stars [9], [10]. 
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These works were selected because they sit at influential points in the modern Anglophone 

coming-of-age lineage and because they represent distinct formal strategies for staging 

adolescent interiority. The analysis attends to narrative voice, temporal structure, institutions 

(school, family, clinic), and signature motifs of authenticity, shame, desire, grief, and self-

knowledge. Secondary scholarship in YA studies and criticism on these novels supports the 

interpretive claims about form, emotion, and development. Identity theory and identity-

development research provide a cross-disciplinary vocabulary for describing exploration, 

commitment, and the pressures that complicate them. 

4. SALINGER’S THE CATCHER IN THE RYE: IDENTITY AS REFUSAL, MORAL 

VIGILANCE, AND NARRATIVE CRISIS 

Holden Caulfield‟s identity formation is framed less as a journey toward adulthood than as a 

struggle to survive adulthood‟s contaminations. The novel‟s famous lexicon of “phoniness” 

works as more than teenage sarcasm; it is Holden‟s attempt to build a moral identity through 

negation, defining the self by what it rejects [7]. In Eriksonian terms, Holden is caught in role 

confusion, but his confusion is not mere indecision; it is experienced as ethical disgust and 

grief. He searches for forms of authenticity he can trust, children‟s innocence, small gestures 

of sincerity, moments of unperformed care, because he believes the adult world replaces lived 

feeling with social performance. 

Yet Holden‟s suspicion of performance is itself a performance, and the novel is acutely aware 

that adolescent voice can become a mask. Holden‟s narration oscillates between confession 

and deflection: he reports vulnerability and then mocks it; he wants connection and then 

sabotages it. The text thus dramatizes identity formation as a narrative crisis: the problem is 

not simply “Who am I?” but “How can I tell the truth about myself without becoming 

„phony‟ in the telling?” This is why the novel‟s first-person form matters. The voice appears 

spontaneous, but it is also strategic, protecting the self by turning pain into contempt. 

Holden‟s institutional setting intensifies the identity conflict. School is not a neutral site of 

learning; it is a machine of social ranking and conformity, and Holden experiences it as a 

rehearsal space for adult hypocrisy. If YA novels often depict the adolescent learning “how 

power works” [1], Holden learns it in the negative: he discovers that prestige, masculinity, 

and success narratives reward cruelty, superficiality, and status play, while tenderness is 

feminized, mocked, or hidden. He tries to protect himself through an identity of refusal, but 

refusal cannot function as a sustainable adult self. 

The iconic fantasy of being “the catcher in the rye” crystallizes the paradox. Holden imagines 

identity as guardianship: he wants a stable moral role that does not require complicity with 

adult corruption. But the fantasy also freezes him in place. It keeps him attached to childhood 

innocence as both refuge and mission, which blocks the mutual recognition needed for 

mature relationships. In developmental terms, Holden‟s identity work is trapped in 

moratorium without a viable route to commitment: he explores through drifting, but he 

cannot commit without feeling he has betrayed his ethical sense. 

Finally, the novel‟s frame, Holden narrating from a place of breakdown and recovery, 

suggests that identity formation has been interrupted by psychic crisis and grief [7]. The text 

does not offer a neat “formation” ending; instead, it implies that narration itself is part of 

treatment: telling the story is a step toward coherence. But coherence remains provisional, 

and that provisionality becomes central to Holden‟s cultural afterlife: he is compelling 

because he does not “resolve.” He stands as a model of adolescent identity not as achieved 

authenticity but as exposed fracture. 
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5. CHBOSKY’S THE PERKS OF BEING A WALLFLOWER: IDENTITY AS 

WRITING, TRAUMA, AND RELATIONAL APPRENTICESHIP 

If Holden‟s first-person voice performs refusal, Charlie‟s epistolary voice performs reaching 

out. The Perks of Being a Wallflower uses letters to transform identity formation into an act 

of address: Charlie becomes himself by writing to an imagined other, shaping experience into 

communicable form [8]. This matters because Charlie‟s central problem is not only 

adolescence‟s uncertainty but also trauma‟s disruption of memory and self-knowledge. 

Trauma produces gaps, distortions, and compulsive repetition; it can make the self feel 

discontinuous. Identity formation, then, is not simply exploration and commitment; it is 

recovery of narrative continuity. 

The epistolary form also shapes emotional pacing. Whereas Holden‟s narration is propelled 

by restless movement through the city, Charlie‟s letters create a rhythm of reflection that 

approximates a therapeutic process. Scholarship on the novel emphasizes how writing 

functions developmentally, allowing Charlie to process experiences and gradually reinterpret 

his past [11]. At the same time, the letters are not a transparent window into the self. They are 

curated disclosures, shaped by fear of judgment and by the adolescent need to be liked. The 

“dear friend” addressee becomes a stabilizing fiction: someone who can hold Charlie‟s story 

when he cannot hold it alone. 

Identity in Perks forms through relational apprenticeship, especially through friendship 

networks that offer Charlie new cultural languages, music, literature, parties, romance, and 

also new models of masculinity and care. Here, YA‟s concern with institutional power 

appears in a slightly different configuration. School remains a social hierarchy, but the more 

decisive struggle occurs in the private sphere: family secrecy, unspoken pain, and the ways 

domestic life can generate both love and harm. Charlie‟s identity crisis is therefore not 

adequately captured by a simple “misfit teen” narrative. His “wallflower” position is partly 

personality and partly survival strategy, hyper-observation as a way to avoid danger. 

A crucial contribution of the novel is how it links identity to memory. Charlie‟s development 

depends on integrating what he has repressed, because repression fragments the self: the 

adolescent cannot commit to a future identity while the past remains unspeakable. Chbosky 

thus positions maturation as the capacity to name experience without being destroyed by it. 

The process is uneven, with regressions and breakdowns, which aligns with broader critiques 

of linear formation narratives. Development is shown as recursive: the self returns to earlier 

wounds with new interpretive resources. 

Critical work on the novel‟s form argues that epistolarity becomes an emotional technology: 

it renders feelings legible and shareable, and it models how narrative can contain emotion 

without simplifying it [12]. In this way, Perks revises the Salinger template. The novel 

acknowledges Holden‟s lineage of adolescent voice, alienation, critique, sensitivity, but it 

relocates the possibility of healing. Instead of remaining trapped in contempt and refusal, 

Charlie‟s narrative imagines identity formation as relational honesty: not the end of pain, but 

the end of isolation. 

6. JOHN GREEN’S YA FICTION: IDENTITY AS INTERPRETIVE PRACTICE 

UNDER MEDIA, SCHOOL, AND MEDICINE 

John Green‟s protagonists inherit a culture saturated with scripts about what adolescence 

should mean, romance narratives, inspirational aphorisms, academic achievement myths, and 

now digital-era performance of self. In Looking for Alaska, Miles Halter arrives at boarding 

school seeking the “Great Perhaps,” a borrowed phrase that immediately signals Green‟s 
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preoccupation with mediated desire: teens often learn what to want through quotations, 

stories, and cultural myths [9]. Miles‟s identity formation begins as imitation; he is a collector 

of last words, and he treats selfhood as something one might assemble from other people‟s 

textual traces. 

Boarding school functions as an institution of both constraint and experimentation. It is an 

enclosed world with rules, punishments, pranks, and micro-hierarchies, and it offers a 

controlled space for adolescent identity play. Yet the novel disrupts the fantasy that rebellion 

equals freedom. The pivotal trauma reorganizes the narrative into a “before” and “after,” 

forcing Miles to confront guilt, responsibility, and the limits of knowing another person. Here 

identity formation shifts from self-styling to ethical reckoning: who you are becomes 

inseparable from how you respond to loss and to the unknowability of others. 

Green repeatedly examines how teens romanticize mystery, especially the mystery of the 

beloved, and then suffer when reality refuses to fit that narrative. Alaska becomes less a 

person than a projection screen for the boys‟ desires, which the novel gradually exposes as a 

form of immaturity. In developmental terms, the movement resembles a painful transition 

from diffusion or fantasy-driven moratorium toward a more grounded identity that admits 

uncertainty and limits. The point is not that Miles “solves” Alaska, but that he learns to live 

without the fantasy of total access. 

In The Fault in Our Stars, identity formation is pushed into a different institutional setting: 

medicine. Hazel Grace Lancaster is socialized within clinical routines, support-group 

discourse, and a culture that expects the sick teen to be either inspirational or tragic. Green‟s 

core innovation is to make identity formation a struggle over narrative ownership: who gets 

to tell the story of illness, and what kinds of stories are available [10]. Hazel is suspicious of 

consolation scripts; she rejects easy metaphors of heroism and refuses to become a feel-good 

lesson for others. Her voice is thus a descendant of Holden‟s anti-phoniness stance, but the 

context is contemporary: the “phony” scripts are now therapeutic clichés, media narratives, 

and sentimental consumption of suffering. 

At the same time, Green refuses to reduce Hazel to pure cynicism. Love becomes a space of 

mutual recognition, but it is also saturated with cultural borrowing, books, quotations, and 

shared references. Green‟s characters often fall in love through reading, and reading becomes 

a metaphor for identity formation: you interpret others and are interpreted in return. 

Scholarship discussing the novel in medical-humanities terms notes its attention to common 

misconceptions about cancer and the inside texture of illness experience, which supports the 

view that identity here is negotiated against public misunderstanding and voyeurism [17]. 

The novel also illustrates a contemporary condition: adolescent selfhood is expected to be 

narratable. Hazel knows she is being watched, by parents, by doctors, by peers, and by a 

larger culture of “stories that matter.” The fear is not only death but narrative erasure: being 

reduced to a type. Therefore, identity formation becomes a struggle for particularity. Hazel 

insists on being specific, contradictory, and unredeemably herself. This insistence echoes YA 

criticism‟s emphasis on power: the teen must negotiate the terms under which she can speak 

and be heard [1]. 

Across both novels, Green tends to frame identity not as a final achievement but as ongoing 

interpretive practice: the self is made through how one reads experience, revises earlier 

meanings, and rejects the coercive scripts offered by institutions. This is compatible with 

emerging-adulthood theory, which highlights prolonged identity exploration and instability in 

modern contexts [6]. Green‟s adolescents are precocious and self-aware, but their self-
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awareness does not abolish confusion; instead, it becomes part of confusion‟s texture. They 

know the clichés even as they need something like them to survive. 

7. COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION: VOICE, AUTHENTICITY, AND THE SOCIAL 

CONDITIONS OF “BECOMING” 

Read together, these texts show that identity formation is inseparable from narrative form. 

Holden‟s confessional monologue enacts defensive identity, truth spoken through sarcasm 

and contempt; Charlie‟s letters enact tentative identity, truth spoken through trust-building; 

Green‟s witty, reference-saturated narration enacts interpretive identity, truth spoken through 

awareness of scripts and the attempt to revise them. In each case, voice is not merely stylistic. 

It is the protagonist‟s identity technology, a method for managing shame, grief, and desire. 

These novels also converge on authenticity as an adolescent obsession. Holden‟s authenticity 

is negative and moralistic; it is defined against “phoniness” and threatened by adult 

compromise [7]. Charlie‟s authenticity is therapeutic; it is the ability to admit pain and 

integrate memory into a coherent self [8], [11]. Green‟s authenticity is discursive; it is a 

struggle to remain specific under the pressure of clichés, public narratives, and institutional 

languages [9], [10]. The shift across time is revealing: authenticity moves from social critique 

to trauma recovery to media-script resistance, suggesting that what threatens the adolescent 

self changes with cultural conditions. 

In identity-theory terms, all three bodies of work emphasize exploration, but they depict 

commitment as difficult and ethically fraught. Holden cannot commit because commitment 

feels like surrender; Charlie cannot commit until he can remember and name what happened; 

Green‟s characters hesitate to commit because modern life offers too many scripts and too 

little certainty, especially when illness and loss compress time. Empirical identity-

development scholarship supports the view that identity is a trajectory rather than a fixed 

endpoint, shaped by contexts and relationships [15]. At the same time, critiques of the 

identity-status paradigm caution that identity cannot be fully captured by static categories; 

narrative, affect, and culture matter [16]. These novels demonstrate precisely that: identity is 

not only a psychological condition but also a story a person can (or cannot) tell. 

Finally, each author rethinks what counts as “coming of age.” In a classical Bildungsroman, 

maturity often means social integration. Here, maturity is closer to ethical perception and 

relational accountability. Holden‟s partial maturity lies in his tenderness toward children, 

even if it is entangled with denial. Charlie‟s maturity lies in learning that friendship and care 

can coexist with pain. Green‟s maturity lies in relinquishing fantasies of total knowledge, of 

the beloved, of the self, of the future, while still choosing love and meaning. In this sense, 

these works do not simply depict adolescence; they critique the cultural demand that 

adolescence must resolve into neat adulthood. They present growing up as learning to live 

with ambiguity without becoming cruel, numb, or fake. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Salinger, Chbosky, and Green offer distinct but connected maps of identity formation in 

modern Anglophone coming-of-age fiction. The Catcher in the Rye constructs identity as 

refusal and moral vigilance, exposing how adolescent voice can both reveal and defend 

psychic fracture. The Perks of Being a Wallflower reframes identity formation as a process of 

writing-through trauma, where narrative address enables continuity and relational trust. John 

Green‟s YA fiction intensifies the role of discourse itself: identity emerges through reading 

and resisting cultural scripts, whether those scripts are romantic, academic, therapeutic, or 

medical, while acknowledging that no self is formed outside power and institutions. 
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Across all three, identity formation is best understood not as a single developmental 

milestone but as a repeated negotiation between inner experience and the languages available 

to describe it. These novels endure because they do not merely tell stories about adolescents; 

they formally enact adolescence‟s central dilemma: the desire to be known, the fear of being 

reduced, and the risky work of becoming a self in a world that is already narrating you. 
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