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Abstract: Thesis explores the broad appeal of narratives with adolescent protagonists 
across a variety of media, including literature, film, and video games. An 
analysis of key texts within their historical contexts reveals affinities 
between disparate genres and strong connections between fiction and the 
discourse of adolescence in psychology, anthropology, and sociology. 
Adolescence narratives illuminate both the transgressive boundaries of a 
given culture and the normative center, and make explicit what is usually 
considered natural or implicit. To discover the roots of contemporary 
adolescence narratives, prototypes for the picaresque novel, the school 
story, and the Bildungsroman are examined, and each are shown to contain 
narrative conventions that survive in recent works. A contemporary case 
study looks at the trilogy of female coming of age films by Sofia Coppola to 
show how they embody the ambiguities and contradictions of third wave 
feminism. Finally, the author explores the affinity between video games and 
adolescence, the implications of translating literary genres into an 
interactive medium, and uses examples from both science fiction literature 
and recent games to theorize how games might better address the themes 
of adolescence in both story and play mechanics.

Abstract: 
Thesis explores broad appeal of narratives for adolescents across literature, film and video 
games p. 3 

• Analysis reveals affinity between disparate genres and strong connections between fiction and 
discourse of adolescence in psychology, anthropology and sociology p. 3 

• Adolescence narrative – illustrates normative center and transgressive boundaries of given 
culture p. 3 

o Affinity between video games and adolescence 
o Implications of translating literary genres into interactive medium 
o Games might better address themes of adolescence in both story and play mechanics 

p. 3

Today – graphic novels replace comic books, speculative fiction versus science fiction, interactive 
media versus video games p. 12

Four ways to define adolescence narrative: 
• Analyze what media adolescents are viewing via demographics showing behavior and 

ethnography of real teens 
• Political Economy Approach – analyze creation and marketing circulation of cultural products 

to adolescents and systems governing their circulation 
• Teen media makers – analyze works adolescents produce, where authentic voices of youth 

giving direct insight into their psychology 
• Evaluate narratives via textual analysis and historical context p. 17
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Poststructuralist Theory of Genre – defined by Jason Mittell (TV scholar); locates genre 
categories in dynamic cultural contexts versus static conventions within texts themselves 

• Genres – not defined by textual conventions; they exist “only through the creation, 
circulation, and reception of texts within cultural contexts” p. 14 

• Author of this paper – texts are temporally and spatially discrete; will describe rich 
network of intertextual associations, shared thematic trends, and recurring social 
functions for these works p. 14

Young Adult Fiction as a genre – sing Mitchell’s model; this is a highly motivated, tightly focused 
discourse which allows organized study of social construction of youth p. 14 

• Drawback – this approach to scholarship can engender rigid, artificial boundaries between 
genres and academic disciplines p. 14 

• Goal – to trace operation of concept of adolescence across discourses and to see how 
constraints of those contexts and the affordances of different media have transformed 
concept and been transformed p. 15

Three Mechanisms used here to theorize the effect and narratives and representations have 
on “real world” of ideology, politics and cultural practice: 

1. Meme – based on R. Dawkins “The Selfish Gene”; 
a. Theory of information transmission – successful memes colonize the minds they 

encounter, leaping from brain to brain via a process of imitation; ideas spread like 
virus p. 15 

b. Author – defines narratives as sources of memes, benefit from mem-like 
propagation p. 15 

c. The Internet – an ideal medium for spread of memes in form of text and images p. 
15 

d. Adolescence – is itself a meme, or set of related memes, a cultural adaption to 
stresses of modern era pp 15-16 

e. Humans – are the cultural actors in an information exchange, not ideas p. 16 
f. Meme theory – one way of describing the codependence of humans and culture p. 

16 
2. Model – based on J. Gee’s concept of “cultural models” (cognitive short hand we use to 

make sense of experiences and to function in everyday life) p. 16 
a. Cultural models – are “images, story lines, principles, or metaphors that capture what 

a particular group finds ‘normal’, ‘typical’ p. 16 
• Usually implicit (taken for granted) 
• Explicit – stories, work of art p. 16 

b. Narratives – source of most tenacious cultural model regarding adolescence and general 
identity, implicit and explicit p. 16 

3. Metaphor – see Lakoff’s ‘theory of metaphor’; 
a. Humans make sense of world in unconscious way p. 17 
b. Metaphors can be used to frame issues in certain way p. 17; Lakoff says conceptual 

metaphors become insidious facet of our “world view” p. 17, structuring way we see 
world, building a model of reality 

c. Narratives – can evoke or subvert these metaphors p. 17

Author – argues that video games and adolescents have natural affinity; adolescence 
narratives (with ethos of pedagogy and youth empowerment) are potential sources of inspiration 
for discovering innovations in game design pp. 17-18

Chapter 1 – A History of Adolescent Narratives p. 19

Early theorists of human development – cite classical canon characters as proof their stage 
theories and categories are culturally universal, transcendent of historical epochs p. 19

Post-WWII – boom of cultural production around “problem” of teenager p. 19
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Kiell – focused on characters from fiction; believed literary greats illuminated patterns of behavior 
p. 19

M. Meade 1928 - “Coming of Age in Samoa”; found cultural context has enormous impact on 
experience of maturation p. 20; her subjects did not experience: 

• flowering of idealism                                                   typical of U.S. adolescents 
• great desire for assertion of self against authority 
• awakened religious sense p. 20

S. Hall 1904 - “Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relations to Psychology, Anthropology, Sociology, 
Sex, Crime, Religion, and Education”; provides evidence of social construction versus biological 
universality of adolescence p. 20 

• primacy of youth anxiety manifests in three ways: 
◦ conflict with parents 
◦ mood disruptions 
◦ risk behavior (Arnett, “Adolescent Storm and Stress Reconsidered”)

Bildungsroman Genre – novel focuses on psychological and moral growth of protagonist from youth 
to adulthood (informational purposes only!) 

• protagonist – has moments of self-realization and enlightenment prevalent in 
contemporary adolescence narratives p. 26 

• “Sturm and Drang” - “storm and urge” or “storm and stress” p. 21 
◦ movement in German literature and music; celebration of emotion in German 

Romanticism = tensions between individual and the social, between reason and 
emotion p. 21 

◦ more explicit narrative regarding norms of identity and belonging p. 21

Adolescence narratives – articulate biological and social reality model that resonates with 
reader p. 21; reflected and reinscribed boundaries of nationality, gender and ethnicity p. 22

Metaphors of Adolescence – a structuring influence on social organizations, educational 
principles and individual consciousnesses p. 22 

• representations we generate – have real and lasting consequences; reveal profound 
insights into contemporary culture p. 22 

• long tradition of pathologizing feminine resistance p. 24

Picaresque hero – The Life of Lazarillo de Tormes, 1554; goes through his own coming of age 
(bildung) by “gaming society by manipulating or breaking its rules versus mastering and 
internalizing them p. 26

Huckleberry Finn – emblematic of America's rebellious character p. 26

Ferris Bueller - “he intuits how adolescence, being a “threshold” stage, grant[ing] him the temporary 
ability to manipulate social norms. His otherness gives him powers of observation and 
manipulation that his conformist peers lack” p. 27

The picaro (male )and picara (female) – driven by base hungers to propel himself up the social 
hierarchy by whatever means available p. 29

The picaresque – thrives on the tension between social inequality and opportunity p. 29; “fake 
it until you make it”; characters can “pass” for their social betters

The Governess 1749 – reflects push and pull between reason and passion in 18th century culture; 
each girl pupil struggled to “regulate their feelings” and “subordinate them to Reason” - Ward p. 30

Note to Myself – vocabulary to use in dissertation includes micro-narrative, macro-narrative, and 
rhetorical metaphors; also, read “The 400 Blows”, 1959
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Roberta Seelinger Trites - “The Harry Potter Novels as a Test Case for Adolescent Literature” (Fall 
2001; 472-487); described Young Adult fiction as “described to teaching the intended reader that their 
subject position is inherently flawed and will continue to be so until they become an adult” pp. 
31-32

Pan Pinsent 2005 - “Theories of Genre and Gender: Change and Continuity in the School Story”; 
“the school in school stories functions both as a microcosm of the world and as an alternative to it; as 
a place of socialization and of subversion, and as an educational establishment in which the 
lessons learned generally take place outside the classroom” p. 32

Chapter 3 – Video Games and Adolescence; looks at implications of translating adolescent 
narratives into a medium that forges different kind of relationship between reader, author, and the 
work pp 17-18

Victor Turner – anthropologist; wrote “The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure”; 
• “liminal” - describes special status of individuals in tribal cultures during initiation rituals, 

including coming-of-age rituals p. 33 
• “...the temporary suspension of class distinctions in the ritual space allow class system to 

perpetuate in broader culture by means of experience of communities” p. 33 
• “our” microcosmic Modern Schools p. 33

Existence of communitas – indicates a rigid [social hierarchy] in the wider society p. 34; 
• hierarchy collapses and fragments with the rise of the following: 

◦ Rise of urbanization 
◦ Democracy 
◦ Rise of Middle Class p. 34

Paradigm shift -  towards Social Realism and the school as Microcosm p. 34

Videogame “Bully” 2006 – a simulated New England boarding school; the goal is to recover the 
utopian values of the boarding school, to rescue it from being a “microcosm to the whole world” p. 35

The Bildungsroman - “has a distinct chronotope, its own way of structuring space and time as 
meaningful” p. 37 

• Regarding “Wilhelm Meister”, the hero's external movements mirror his psychological 
development” p. 37 
◦ trope of formative travels and adventures p. 37 

• “there is a tendency for the hero of any Bildungsroman, if he develops in a truly psychological 
fashion, to become a narrator” - David Miles in “The Picaro's Journey to the Confessional: The 
Changing Image of the Hero in the German Bildungsroman” 

• author of this paper – the above fits with contemporary psychologists in constructivist 
paradigm if fields of cognitive narratology and autobiographical memory p. 37 

• “model how humans build a coherent consciousness and personality from their fragmented 
daily experiences” p. 37

Jerome Bruner - “Actual Minds, Possible Worlds” 
Dan McAdams - “The Stories We Live By: Personal Myths and the Making of the Self” 
* both the above authors view narrative as fundamentally structuring how we process experience p. 
37

Hegel – critiqued Bildungsheld genre as being inherently bourgeois form, because the hero always 
eventually turns away from his life of adventure and takes his predefined place within society p. 38

The virtual world of video games – play is therapy here and leveling up is self-cultivation or 
bildung; free to practice mastering of skills without immediate, real-world consequences; fascinating 
interactive experience p. 65


