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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the theme of Identity in Young Adult Fiction and Adult Fiction specifically 

in Speak by Laurie Anderson, The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, Everything I Never Told You 

by Celest Ng and The Midnight Library by Matt Haig. These novels provide the readers with a 

lens through which identity is formed, explored and challenged by trauma, societal and familial 

expectations. This research paper uses comparative study to look at the process of self-discovery 

by the characters and of reclaiming a newer version of themselves. Qualitative analysis will 

include a close reading of the text and the study of thematic approaches provided in the texts 

which will further help in developing of the identity. The paper suggests that ‘identity’ is not 

fixed but a fluid expression and is shaped by resilience and self-acceptance. This paper 

contributes to the discussions on ‘identity’ offered in literature which helps to understand it in a 

larger social context.  

Keywords: Identity, Experience, Young Adult Fiction, Adult Fiction, Social Identity. 

* 

Introduction 

Identity refers to how a person defines themselves. There are some facets of identity that remain 

constant over the period of time but there are parts that experience change as one grows. The 

term ‘identity’ is not fixed but a fluid expression. There are multiple factors that shape and 
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influence it over time, like social relationships, experiences and choices. It is evolving and 

adapting to the various experiences and life stages. 

Identity is an integral part of individuals, as it lays the foundation of how an individual perceives 

themselves which further helps them to build their personality. It is during the young adulthood 

phase, between twelve and eighteen years of age that one is the process of getting to know 

themselves. This is an experimental phase in their lives as they try to link with various personal 

values, relationships, and roles to discover who they truly are. Adult fiction often deals with the 

issue of identity in more intricate terms, often portraying nuanced and multilayered aspects of 

adult life. Characters in adult fiction may experience identity crises related to midlife crises, 

questions about existence, reconciling their present with their past. 

The analysis is important in the present day’s context, where questions of identity are 

increasingly complex and fluid. In a world with social changes and shifting cultural norms, the 

literature’s analysis of identity provides a valuable perspective on how individuals navigate 

themselves and define themselves in relation to others. The study of identity in Young Adult and 

adult fiction is not only literary research but also interdisciplinary research that intersects with 

fields such as psychology, sociology, gender studies, philosophy and cultural studies. By 

examining how identity is constructed, perceived, and represented in these two genres, the study 

will provide a comprehensive understanding of the complexity of identity. 

Identity in Young Adult Fiction and Adult Fiction 

Identity can also be seen as a perspective of the characters through which the readers are able to 

relate and explore their sense of self and values. Literature acts as a mirror of life where 

characters navigate the questions of self-discovery and acceptance. In fiction, identity of a 

character is often influenced by the personal, social and cultural contexts presented. Characters 

go through transformation and redefine themselves. Young Adult and Adult Fiction offers the 

readers with different approaches to the theme of identity, Young Adult showcases it as an 

integral part of adolescence whereas Adult Fiction explores identity with its relation to 

experiences and society. 
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One of the distinguishing elements in both Young Fiction and Adult Fiction is that identity is 

used as a lens to explore the social issues which include class, race, gender and culture. This 

helps for the narratives presented to address the intersectionality present in the stories in which 

identities overlap and influence others. The inclusivity offered by the authors through the 

characters speaks to the larger audience in understanding them. With these stories readers share 

an understanding to the complexities of identity in Young Adult fiction. In adolescent phase, one 

does not have developed a stronger identity for themselves as they are discovering themselves. 

In Adult Fiction, identity is at cross roads with the questions of meaning of life. Characters 

presented undertake the subject of doubt and regret of not being able to do things differently. 

The contemplation and questioning of their life decisions often ties up with their identity.  

Whether it is the accounts of transformation, self-discovery, Adult Fiction is able to capture the 

search for understanding and fulfilment. Both Young Adult and Adult Fiction employ different 

narratives techniques to explore identity, which includes stream of consciousness, first person 

perspectives. These narratives help the readers be able to have an outline in the internal struggle 

and introspection of the characters and help them to connect with the characters and also help in 

the relatability factor with the readers. 

Young Adult Fiction 

Young Adult Fiction focuses on identity that speaks with adolescent readers at a stage where 

they question their selfhood. In Speak by Laurie Anderson the protagonist goes through the 

internal turmoil affected with personal trauma, while The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas 

explores the protagonist’s racial identity and the need for social justice. Both the protagonist 

Melinda Sordino and Starr Carter endure transformative journey of self-discovery and find their 

voice in a chaos of personal challenges. 

In the both of the books, Melinda and Starr’s identities are shaped by their trauma and resilience. 

Their voice was their identity. In the case of Melinda her decision to stay silent which made her 

loose on the sense of herself, on the other hand Starr decides to speak out to bring Khalil justice. 

In the beginning Starr seems to hesitate to speak out but when she also sees her father being 

mistreated by the police for no reason, it is evident to her that it will never stop. Even if that 
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brought it own share of trouble for herself and people protesting. The two protagonist who were 

opposite to each other, but as time went by they realised that things cannot be going in this way 

and had to be stopped. Their decision in turning their trauma as a source of their strength can be 

seen as a new version of themselves. It is not necessary that this change in them will be constant 

but important enough to have a newer meaning at understanding life. In Young Adult Fiction the 

characters have not undergone a strong self of identity formation as they are coming to term with 

themselves compared to adults.  

For Melinda Art was her process to heal whereas for Starr it was the activism to fight for her 

people. They both were able to find strength and fight back, this helped them in their process of 

self-expression and have a newer perspective on self-worth. They both decided to fight for their 

battles and were able to achieve a newfound resilience. It also showcases how young characters 

navigate through internal and external world in rediscovering themselves. 

Adult Fiction 

One of the evident differences in both Lydia and Nora is that Lydia’s identity was subdued by 

the expectation of her parents whereas Nora was introspective which helped her explore her 

identity with the reason of self-discovery. Lydia was not able to break free from the ideas 

imposed on her which constrained her idea of racial and social identity. The racial and social 

identity is presented throughout the novel which hinders in Lydia’s own identity. Her parents’ 

internal thoughts and dreams which they could not fulfil were thrust upon Lydia. She was not 

able to break free from these expectations where as in the case of Nora, it was her own inhibitions 

which led her to believe she was not enough and lacked the positive aspects. She thought to 

herself that there were certain ideas that could fulfil into her achieving what she wanted to or 

was expected of hers. In the end Lydia was not able to break free from the expectations and Nora 

was able to embrace the aspects of her current life solidifying on to better her present identity. 

Social identity is evident prominently in this novel as the protagonists Lydia and Nora try to 

achieve things that seemed to be the best for both of them. The individuality has nothing to do 

against the society. People come under pressure and are scared to go against what is dictated by 
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the society as they might end up not getting the support from these groups. If they choose to not 

speak up and reject their ideas, here Lydia can be taken as an example, then it is only going to 

be harsher on them. Lydia builds up her identity as her parents wanted it to be, mirroring their 

unfulfilled desires. 

Comparative Analysis 

One of the similarities among all the four protagonist is their isolation from the others. They 

choose to withdraw themselves from the rest as they are worn out with events around them. 

Melinda and Starr are able to reclaim their voices after a point as they knew that things cannot 

continue to go unnoticed. They stepped in to react which led them to reclaim the voice which 

they lost. Standing up for yourself is the way to strengthen their identity against crime. Lydia 

and Nora’s isolation reached to a point where they decide to give up on themselves completely. 

It is tragic for Lydia to have reached a breaking point where there was no turning back. Nora 

was going on the same route but was able to find meaning with the journey to self-discovery.  

There is struggle for them in being authentic to themselves and act to the expectation. The 

pressure of them wanting to live one way but also the question of how can they achieve it or will 

it be that they can achieve it without any problems. For Starr it was between her actions when 

she was around her white friends and when she was around her black community. She was not 

being authentic self in front of her friends and was hesitant of their reaction to the case of Khalil. 

For Melinda it was the question of whether choosing to remain silent or stand up against the 

assault. The lack of support from her friends and family, made her to stand up for herself and 

voice her opinion. For Lydia it was the expectation from her family against the independence 

that she craved. The pressure to achieve the goals set by her parents against the ‘real’ wishes of 

her own. For Nora it was the series of choices that she could have made to lead a happy and 

successful life. Her life would not have spiraled down if she did not choose for the present. 

The theme of identity is explored in diverse ways across Speak, The Hate U Give, Everything I 

Never Told You and The Midnight Library.  For the protagonists in these novels’ identity is 

presented not as an individual trait but it is developed through collective societal expectations 
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and trauma in their case. The research tries to analyse how the theme of identity is explored, 

constructed and embraced by these characters. Characters often try to conclude their identity in 

relation to the other. This cannot be denied completely as people, their words influence others 

greatly which can have effect on them. But when they try to adhere to only to the expectations 

put forward then it can come in the way of gradual identity formation of the individual. Whether 

it is silence that Melinda chose, the racial tension Starr went through, expectations that Lydia 

faces or existential question that Nora faces, shows that identity is fluid concept. There are certain 

events that take place which make them question themselves and rethink their choices. 

In the Young Adult novels, identity takes shapes with the transition from adolescence to 

adulthood. The centre of focus is that the characters are able assert themselves in their own ways. 

In the case of protagonists in Adult Fiction they are willing to breakthrough the set concept they 

built for themselves and choose for what they wished to be. It is not that Melinda and Starr could 

not have broken out of their certainty but, they mostly went with what was to be perceived by 

others of them. All four were hesitant to breakthrough the mould as it would then ask them to 

redefine themselves which would not have been an easy task. And another factor would be that 

will people be supporting and encouraging them in this process. It would not be a prejudiced 

notion of not having people around you to accept the idea of oneself to be set differently to what 

others think. These instances of external influences is discussed by Paige Christin Flannelly, in 

Young Adult Fiction: Inside the Mirror Image (2017), which explores the role of interactions 

and surroundings in identity construction, emphasising that the reflections characters see in 

mirrors symbolise their daily experiences and social exchanges. Society, friends and family do 

play an influential role with the case of protagonist making them decide their course of action, 

Their ages are a factor that should be considered for their actions. Because Nora was someone 

who had experience and the chance to revisit the subsequent life choices that she could have 

taken, she was able to come to an understanding that death was not the solution. If she was able 

to make the best out of the resources she has, then there would no be anything that could phase 

her. Adapting to the situation and not let them control your choice was a lesson that she was able 

to learn. Lydia was a teenager after all, which would be understandable for the readers to 
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understand her plight. Like Melinda she did not have a support system where she could vent out 

her feeling to. This was pushing herself in a cocoon and not reacting to the outside world. She 

believed that death can solve all her problems or give her a chance again to break free from 

everything. Melinda and Starr being teens did not phase them to take a stand for themselves. It 

can be considered as a step in reinforcing their identity in a strong way possible. They were able 

to go against the isolation that they had set themselves for.  

Conclusion 

The journey to embrace once identity is not an easy task. It is a complex process which evolves 

with time. One does not have a fixed identity for themselves but to be able to reinvent themselves 

which is shaped by both internal and external forces. Self-acceptance follows the balance 

between external validation and authenticity. The exploration of identity is a multifaceted, 

challenges that comes across are a part to be able to achieve empowerment. 

In conclusion all the novels Speak, The Hate U Give, Everything I Never Told You and The 

Midnight Library provide the readers with varied experience on how choices, expectations and 

trauma connect in the process of identity formation. This was done by breaking away the ideas 

and conditions set by people around them. The protagonists are able to reflect on their past 

decisions and choices. Self-acceptance is an area where all of them had to work on in their own 

ways. All of them succeed in being able to form a stronger opinion of themselves compared to 

their past selves. They need not have a fixed version of themselves but being able to have fluid 

expression of their identity. They also display on how it can be be difficult in truly understanding 

your identity, it is definitely important process to grow as a human being. Such stories highlight 

that it is the individual themselves who has the power define their own identity even if it a long-

drawn process. It is important for one to have their own identity and individuality which allows 

them to navigate through life, foster connection and understand their own aspirations. 
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