
Identity in Literature:  
A Booklist of Titles in the NHS Library* 

 
Achebe, Chinua. Things Fall Apart - Set in an Ibo village in Nigeria, the novel recreates 
pre-Christian tribal life and shows how the coming of the white man led to the breaking up of the 
old ways. 
 
Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi.  Americanah: a Novel - A young woman from Nigeria leaves 
behind her home and her first love to start a new life in America, only to find her dreams are not 
all she expected. 
 
Alexie, Sherman.  The Absolutely True Diary of a Party-Time Indian - Budding cartoonist 
Junior leaves his troubled school on the Spokane Indian Reservation to attend an all-white farm 
town school where the only other Native American is the school mascot. (National Book Award 
Winner)  
 
Atkinson, Kate.  Life After Life - On a cold and snowy night in 1910, Ursula Todd is born to an 
English banker and his wife. She dies before she can draw her first breath. On that same cold 
and snowy night, Ursula Todd is born, lets out a lusty wail, and embarks upon a life that will be, 
to say the least, unusual. For as she grows, she also dies, repeatedly, in a variety of ways, while 
the young century marches on towards its second cataclysmic world war. Does Ursula's 
apparently infinite number of lives give her the power to save the world from its inevitable 
destiny? And if she can -- will she? 
 
Bennett, Brit.  The Mothers - Follows a secret through the lives of three different people, from 
high school into adulthood, tracing its impact far beyond their Southern California youth. 
 
Benway, Robin.  Far From the Tree - Being the middle child has its ups and downs. But for 
Grace, an only child who was adopted at birth, discovering that she is a middle child is a 
different ride altogether. After putting her own baby up for adoption, she goes looking for her 
biological family, including Maya, her loudmouthed younger bio sister, who has a lot to say 
about their newfound family ties. 
 
Boyne, John.  The Boy in the Striped Pajamas - Bored and lonely after his family moves from 
Berlin to a place called "Out-With" in 1942, Bruno, the son of a Nazi officer, befriends a boy in 
striped pajamas who lives behind a wire fence. 
 

The Boy at the Top of the Mountain - A young orphan ends up living in Hitler's home 
during WWII. 
 
Campbell, Bonnie Jo.  Once Upon a RIver - Sixteen-year-old Margo Crane, family ties severed 
with the violent death of her father, takes to the Stark River in a rowboat left to her by her 



grandfather and sets out to find her runaway mother, using her knowledge of the natural world 
and ability to see into the hearts of men and women to survive.  
 
Chbosky, Stephen.  The Perks of Being a Wallflower - Through letters written to some 
unknown person, Charlie recounts his middle and early high school coming-of-age years, 
including first parties, dates, and friends.  
 
Cleave, Chris.  Little Bee - Presents a tale of a precarious friendship between an illegal 
Nigerian refugee and a recent widow from suburban London, a story told from the alternating 
and disparate perspectives of both women. 
 
Gaines, Ernest J.  A Lesson Before Dying - Jefferson, barely literate, is on trial for a murder he 
didn't commit. Grant Wiggins, college-educated, teaches at a plantation school. When his 
court-appointed lawyer defends Jefferson by saying he would just as soon put a hog in the 
electric chair, the man's godmother appeals to Wiggins to help Jefferson face his death with 
dignity. 
 
Guterson, David.  Snow Falling on Cedars - As a Japanese-American fisherman stands trial 
for murder on an island in Puget Sound, snow blankets the countryside. The whiteness covers 
the courthouse, but it cannot conceal the memories at work inside: the internment of Japanese 
Americans during World War II, an unrequited love and the ghosts of racism that still haunt the 
islanders. 
 
Hesse, Monica.  Girl in the Blue Coat - In 1943 Nazi-occupied Amsterdam, teenage 
Hanneke--a 'finder' of black market goods--is tasked with finding a Jewish girl a customer had 
been hiding, who has seemingly vanished into thin air, and is pulled into a web of resistance 
activities and secrets as she attempts to solve the mystery and save the missing girl. 
 
Hosseini, Khaled. The Kite Runner - Traces the unlikely friendship of a wealthy Afghan youth 
and a servant's son in a tale that spans the final days of Afghanistan's monarchy through the 
atrocities of the present day. 
 
Honeyman, Gail.  Eleanor Oliphant is Completely Fine - No one's ever told Eleanor that life should 
be better than fine. Meet Eleanor Oliphant: She struggles with appropriate social skills and tends to say exactly 
what she's thinking. Nothing is missing in her carefully timetabled life of avoiding social interactions, where 
weekends are punctuated by frozen pizza, vodka, and phone chats with Mummy. 
 
Jordan, Hillary.  When She Woke - Hannah Payne, sentenced to being dyed a stigmatizing red 
for the crime of having an abortion, must learn to adjust to her new circumstances in a United 
States where her married lover, Aidan Dale, is Secretary of Faith.  
 



Kaysen, Susanna.  Girl, Interrupted - The author offers a compelling memoir of her two years 
as a teenager in a psychiatric hospital, sharing vivid portraits of her fellow patients, their 
keepers, and her experiences during treatment. 
 
Kidd, Sue Monk. The Secret Life of Bees - Fourteen-year-old Lily and her companion, 
Rosaleen, an African-American woman who has cared from Lily since her mother's death ten 
years earlier, flee their home after Rosaleen is victimized by racist police officers, and find a 
safe haven in Tiburon, South Carolina, at the home of three beekeeping sisters, May, June, and 
August. (non-fiction) 
 
Ko, Lisa.  The Leavers - One morning, Deming Guo's mother, an undocumented Chinese 
immigrant named Polly, goes to her job at the nail salon and never comes home. With his 
mother gone, eleven-year-old Deming is left with no one to care for him. He is eventually 
adopted by two white college professors who move him from the Bronx to a small town upstate. 
Set in New York and China, the Leavers is the story of how one boy comes into his own when 
everything he's loved has been taken away--and how a mother learns to live with the mistakes 
of her past. 
 
Land, Ali.  Good Me Bad Me - Milly's mother is a serial killer. Though Milly loves her mother, the 
only way to make her stop was to turn her in to the police. Milly is given a fresh start: a new 
identity, a home with an affluent foster family, and a spot at an exclusive private school. But 
Milly has secrets, and life at her new home becomes complicated. Her foster sister, Phoebe, 
starts to bully her. A teacher betrays her trust. And her new best friend tempts her into behaving 
badly. 
 
Larsen, Nella.  Passing - Irene, an African-American woman with a comfortable life, is disturbed 
by the return of a childhood friend, Clare, who has passed for white since adolescence and now 
wants to rejoin the African-American. 
 
Larsen, Nella.  Quicksand - Twenty-two-year-old mulatto schoolteacher Helga Crane, unhappy 
in the racially charged atmosphere of early twentieth-century America, returns to her childhood 
homeland of Denmark and is forced to come to terms with her racial identity. 
 
Lee, Jin Jin. Pachinko - Follows one Korean family through the generations, beginning in early 
1900s Korea with Sunja, the prized daughter of a poor yet proud family, whose unplanned 
pregnancy threatens to shame them all. Deserted by her lover, Sunja is saved when a young 
tubercular minister offers to marry and bring her to Japan. So begins a sweeping saga of an 
exceptional family in exile from its homeland and caught in the indifferent arc of history. Through 
desperate struggles and hard-won triumphs, its members are bound together by deep roots as 
they face enduring questions of faith, family, and identity. 
 



Levithan, David.  Every Day - Every morning A wakes in a different person's body, in a different 
person's life, learning over the years to never get too attached, until he wakes up in the body of 
Justin and falls in love with Justin's girlfriend, Rhiannon. 
 
Moore, Wes.  The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates - The author, a Rhodes scholar 
and combat veteran, analyzes the various sociocultural factors that influenced him as well as 
another man of the same name and from the same neighborhood who was drawn into a life of 
drugs and crime and ended up serving life in prison, focusing on the influence of relatives, 
mentors, and social expectations that could have led either of them on different paths. 
(non-fiction) 
 
Morrison, Toni. The Bluest Eye - An eleven-year-old African-American girl in Ohio, in the early 
1940s, prays for her eyes to turn blue so that she will be beautiful. 
 
Noah, Trevor.  Born of a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood  - Trevor Noah's 
unlikely path from apartheid South Africa to the desk of The Daily Show began with a criminal 
act: his birth. Trevor was born to a white Swiss father and a black Xhosa mother at a time when 
such a union was punishable by five years in prison. .... Born a Crime is the story of a 
mischievous young boy who grows into a restless young man as he struggles to find himself in a 
world where he was never supposed to exist. It is also the story of that young man's relationship 
with his fearless, rebellious, and fervently religious mother-his teammate, a woman determined 
to save her son from the cycle of poverty, violence, and abuse that would ultimately threaten her 
own life. (non-fiction) 
 
Ng, Celeste.  Little Fires Everywhere - When a custody battle divides her placid town, 
straitlaced family woman Elena Richardson finds herself pitted against her enigmatic tenant and 
becomes obsessed with exposing her past, only to trigger devastating consequences for both 
families. 
 
Niffenegger, Audrey. Her Fearful Symmetry - Twenty-year-old twins Valentina and Julia Poole 
inherit their aunt Elspeth Noblin's London apartment and travel from Chicago to England where 
they become caught up in the lives of their neighbors, including Martin, a crossword-puzzle 
setter with obsessive compulsive disorder, his devoted wife Marijke, and Elspeth's lover Robert, 
as well as the ghosts of the vast Highgate Cemetery next to the building. 
 
Orwell, George.  1984 - Portrays life in a future time when a totalitarian government watches 
over all citizens and directs all activities.k (“Orwell’s prophetic, haunting tale of conformity, 
repression, and identity strikes a disturbing chord. As we follow Winston Smith through his 
rebellion, imprisonment, torture, and reeducation, we witness firsthand the destruction of the 
truths and freedoms that make us who we are….” (from back cover). 
 
Potok, Chaim.  The Chosen - Two Jewish boys living in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn 
struggle through the joys and problems of growing up. 



 
Plath, Sylvia.  The Bell Jar - The author presents a first-person narrative that chronicles the 
mental break-down of Esther Greenwood from the doctor's office to the asylum. 
 
Quick, Matthew. Every Exquisite Thing - Nanette O'Hare, a star student and athlete, is given a 
mysterious out-of-print cult classic novel by her beloved teacher that sparks the rebel within her, 
but as she befriends the reclusive author and attempts to insert her true self into the world with 
wild abandon, Nanette learns the hard way that sometimes rebellion comes at a high price. 
 
Roth, Veronica. Divergent - In a future Chicago, Beatrice Prior must choose among five 
predetermined factions to define her identity for the rest of her life, a decision made more 
difficult when she discovers that she does not fit into any one group. 
 
Rowell, Rainbow. Eleanor & Park - Set over the course of one school year in 1986, this is the 
story of two star-crossed misfits--smart enough to know that first love almost never lasts, but 
brave and desperate enough to try. 
 
Sanchez, Erika.  I am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter - Perfect Mexican daughters do not 
go away to college. And they do not move out of their parents' house after high school 
graduation. Perfect Mexican daughters never abandon their family. But Julia is not your perfect 
Mexican daughter. That was Olga's role. Then a tragic accident on the busiest street in Chicago 
leaves Olga dead and Julia left behind to reassemble the shattered pieces of her family. And no 
one seems to acknowledge that Julia is broken, too. Instead, her mother seems to channel her 
grief into pointing out every possible way Julia has failed. 
 
See, Lisa.  The Tea Girl of Hummingbird Lane - Tells the stories of the lives of a Chinese 
mother and her daughter who has been adopted by an American couple. 
 
Sepetys, Ruta.  Between Shades of Gray - In 1941, Lina and her family are pulled from their 
Lithuanian home by Soviet guards and sent to Siberia, where her father is sentenced to death in 
a prison camp while she fights for her life, vowing to honor her family and the thousands like 
hers. 
 
Tallent, Gabriel.  My Absolute Darling - Turtle Alveston is a survivor. At fourteen, she roams 
the woods along the northern California coast. The creeks, tide pools, and rocky islands are her 
haunts and her hiding grounds, and she is known to wander for miles. But while her physical 
world is expansive, her personal one is small and treacherous: Turtle has grown up isolated 
since the death of her mother, in the thrall of her tortured and charismatic father, Martin. Her 
social existence is confined to the middle school (where she fends off the interest of anyone, 
student or teacher, who might penetrate her shell) and to her life with her father. Then Turtle 
meets Jacob, a high-school boy who tells jokes, lives in a big clean house, and looks at Turtle 
as if she is the sunrise. And for the first time, the larger world begins to come into focus: her life 
with Martin is neither safe nor sustainable. Motivated by her first experience with real friendship 



and a teenage crush, Turtle starts to imagine escape, using the very survival skills her father 
devoted himself to teaching her. 
 
Thomas, Angie.  The Hate U Give - Sixteen-year-old Starr Carter moves between two worlds: 
the poor neighborhood where she lives and the fancy suburban prep school she attends. The 
uneasy balance between these worlds is shattered when Starr witnesses the fatal shooting of 
her childhood best friend Khalil at the hands of a police officer. Khalil was unarmed. Soon 
afterward, his death is a national headline. Some are calling him a thug, maybe even a drug 
dealer and a gangbanger. Protesters are taking to the streets in Khalil's name. Some cops and 
the local drug lord try to intimidate Starr and her family. What everyone wants to know is: what 
really went down that night? And the only person alive who can answer that is Starr. But what 
Starr does-or does not-say could upend her community. It could also endanger her life. 
 
Vance, J. D.  Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis - Vance, a former 
marine and Yale Law School graduate, provides an account of growing up in a poor Rust Belt 
town that offers a broader, probing look at the struggles of America's white working class. The 
decline of this group, a demographic of our country that has been slowly disintegrating over forty 
years, has been reported on with growing frequency and alarm. J. D. Vance tells the true story 
of what a social, regional, and class decline feels like when you were born with it hung around 
your neck. (non-fiction) 
 
Walker, Alice.  The Color Purple - Life wasn't easy for Celie, but she knew how to survive, 
needing little to get by. Then her husband's lover, a flamboyant blues singer, barreled into her 
world and gave Celie the courage to ask for more. 
 
Walls, Jeanette.  The Glass Castle: a Memoir - The child of an alcoholic father and an 
eccentric artist mother discusses her family's nomadic upbringing, during which she and her 
siblings fended for themselves while their parents outmaneuvered bill collectors and the 
authorities. (non-fiction) 
 
Westover, Tara.  Educated: a Memoir - A . . . memoir about a young girl who, kept out of 
school, leaves her survivalist family and goes on to earn a PhD from Cambridge University. 
(non-fiction) 
 
Wingate, Lisa.  Before We Were Yours - Memphis, Tennessee, 1936. The five Foss children 
find their lives changed forever when their parents leave them alone on the family shantyboat 
one stormy night. Rill Foss, just twelve years old, must protect her four younger siblings as they 
are wrenched from their home on the Mississippi and thrown into the care of the infamous 
Georgia Tann, director of the Tennessee Children's Home Society. South Carolina, Present 
Day. Avery Stafford has lived a charmed life. Loving daughter to her father, a U.S. Senator, she 
has a promising career as an assistant D.A. in Baltimore and is engaged to her best friend. But 
when Avery comes home to help her father weather a health crisis and a political attack, a 



chance encounter with a stranger leaves her deeply shaken. Avery's decision to learn more 
about the woman's life will take her on a journey through her family's long-hidden history. 
 
Wolitzer, Meg. The Female Persuasion - Greer Kadetsky is a shy college freshman when she 
meets the woman she hopes will change her life. Faith Frank, dazzlingly persuasive and elegant 
at sixty-three, has been a central pillar of the women's movement for decades, a figure who 
inspires others to influence the world. 
 
Yang, Gene. American Born Chinese - Alternates three interrelated stories about the problems 
of young Chinese Americans trying to participate in the popular culture. Presented in graphic 
novel format. 
 
Zarr, Sara.  Story of a Girl - In the three years since her father caught her in the back seat of a 
car with an older boy, sixteen-year-old Deanna's life at home and school has been a nightmare, 
but while dreaming of escaping with her brother and his family, she discovers the power of 
forgiveness. 
 
Zoboi, Ibi.  American Street - Fabiola Toussaint, a young Haitian immigrant to the United 
States, must navigate her life, school and relationships, while dealing with her loud cousins after 
her mother is detained by the United States immigration department. 
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