
The Adolescent as the Other: Conceptual Metaphors in Young Adult Speculative Fiction

Лапудева Татьяна Антоновна

Аспирантка Московского государственного университета им. М. В. Ломоносова, Москва, Россия

Young adult literature (YA) is written for and about adolescents. It examines issues of growing up, such as psychological, social, and existential, and therefore portrays protagonists in whom teenage readers recognise themselves. A crucial aspect of adolescence is self-perception. Teenagers often feel different or even monstrous, mainly because of social pressure, changes occurring in the body, and expectations of adults. This results in both internal and external conflicts, which significantly enrich the narrative structure of this type of literature.
In this sense, young adult speculative fiction is of particular interest. Speculative fiction can “be set apart from other types of fiction in terms of the nature of the characters or other minds it presents” [Nuttall 2020: 10]. The protagonist may be a robot, a clone, a supernatural being, or otherwise ontologically distinct from ordinary humans. Thus, in many coming-of-age narratives, otherness may be represented simultaneously at a literal and at a metaphorical level which is especially vividly reflected in language.
An example of such a novel is Mary E. Pearson's The Adoration of Jenna Fox (2008). It is narrated by seventeen-year-old Jenna Fox who awakens from a coma after a car accident with no memory of her past. As the story unfolds, she discovers that 90% of her body and brain have been artificially reconstructed, while only a small portion of her original brain remains. At first glance, her difference from the other characters appears to be purely literal. From a biological point of view, she is no longer a human being in the usual sense and may even be considered a posthuman being. At the same time, her condition reflects more common teenage experiences, such as feeling of not belonging and not having control over her own life. These experiences are articulated through conceptual metaphors.
From the very beginning, Jenna is perceived as a non-human being by others. Her grandmother refers to her using the pronoun it and comments on her first cry: “It sounds like an animal” [Pearson 2010: 12]. This linguistic choice signals dehumanisation at the pronominal level. The metaphor HUMAN IS AN ANIMAL characterises Jenna as being outside the human community, incapable of all that distinguishes a human from an animal. Gradually, Jenna internalises this perception describing herself as “a kept animal” [Pearson 2010: 176].
Similarly, Jenna conceptualises herself as a monster. She speaks of her “awkward monster fingers” [Pearson 2010: 110–111] and later explicitly questions whether she is a monster. In realistic adolescent fiction, the MONSTER metaphor is usually associated with a deviation from the conventional norm, whether it is the norm of behaviour or the norm of appearance. However, Pearson simultaneously literalises and preserves this metaphorical model using it to foreground the instability of adolescent identity. Despite the fact that Jenna has objective reasons to doubt her physical integrity and conformity, her self-description is based on a broader conceptual framework typical of adolescence.
Another central metaphor shaping Jenna's experience is THE BODY/THE MIND IS A CAGE. Jenna is physically confined due to medical restrictions, and several rooms in the house remain locked. This parallels inaccessible memories, reinforcing the conceptual mapping, and also connects to the earlier metaphor of the “kept animal”.
The desire for autonomy is conceptualised through the metaphor LIFE IS A POSSESSION. When Jenna looks forward to going to school, she thinks: “I will be owning a life. The life of Jenna Fox. It will be mine, whatever that may be” [Pearson 2010: 54]. Here, life is metaphorically framed as something that can be owned. By the end of the novel, when she learns that her parents keep a backup version of her body in order to restore her again if necessary, her desire to possess her life takes a concrete form. In this respect, Jenna's struggle reflects both the posthuman problem and the adolescent need for independence.
Thus, the adolescent as the Other is constructed through systematic metaphorical mappings, regardless of whether the difference is symbolic, literal or hybrid. Jenna's posthuman state functions as a narrative device that makes visible the conceptual structures underlying teenage self-perception. Throughout the novel, she strives to gain control over her life, understand the world, other people, and herself. In this way, the typical theme of adolescent literature, namely the struggle of teenagers for independence and identity, is refracted through a posthuman framework, while remaining based on the metaphorical organisation of human experience.
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