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This study explores the representation of cultural 

identity in contemporary English literature and 

its interpretation by young readers. Using a 

qualitative approach that combines 

narrative/textual analysis and reader response 

methods, data were drawn from three 

contemporary novels and semi-structured 

interviews with 20 readers aged 18–22, then 

analyzed through thematic coding and critical 

interpretation. The findings show that texts 

construct cultural identities through character 

portrayals, symbolic settings, and intercultural 

conflicts, while young readers negotiate these 

narratives by connecting them to personal 

experiences and social contexts. The study 

concludes that literary texts function as both 

cultural representation and dialogical spaces 

where readers actively construct meaning, 

contributing to the reconstruction of cultural 

identity. Theoretically, it enriches discussions on 

cultural representation and reader response, 

while practically highlighting the role of 

literature in education to foster intercultural 

understanding and critical awareness. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The representation of cultural identity in contemporary literature is an 

important issue that continues to receive attention in the study of language, 
literature, and culture. Modern English literature is not only a medium of 
aesthetic expression, but also a discursive space that displays values, norms, and 
perspectives that represent the diversity of human identity. In a global context, 
contemporary literature plays a role in negotiating cross-cultural identities as 
well as bringing together the experiences of individuals from various social 
backgrounds. Recent research confirms that reader engagement with 
multicultural narratives is able to increase critical awareness and cross-cultural 
empathy (Ali & Ibrahim, 2021). 
 The younger generation is a very significant audience in this study 
because they are in the phase of identity search. The literary reading they 
consume has the potential to shape their perspective on themselves and the 
surrounding community. (Nguyen & Chang, 2022) emphasizes that the 
representation of identity in literary texts can strengthen young readers' 
connection to their social world while opening up space for reflection on cultural 
diversity. Thus, it is important to examine how young readers interpret the 
representations of cultural identity present in contemporary English-language 
literary works. 
 Several studies have explored the representation of cultural identity in 
literature. (Cupido & Livingston, 2025) found that primary school textbooks in 
South Africa still give rise to the dominance of certain identities, thus ignoring 
diversity. Meanwhile, (Njaramba, 2025) shows that children's literature in Kenya 
can reflect contemporary cultural values as well as be a means of internalizing 
identity for readers. These results demonstrate the importance of an analysis of 
how texts construct cultural identity, although much of the research is still 
focused on local contexts and has not touched much on contemporary English 
literature. 
 In addition to research on the text, several studies also highlighted young 
readers' responses to the literature. (Son, 2021) shows that children's interaction 
with multicultural texts opens up opportunities for identity negotiation through 
critical dialogue. Furthermore, (Govindarajoo et al., 2022) emphasize that 
readers' social contexts greatly influence how they interpret young literature in 
English classrooms. However, research that combines analysis of cultural 
representation in texts with young readers' responses is still very limited. 
 The research gap arises because most previous studies tend to emphasize 
one aspect, namely, cultural representation in the text or interpretation of the 
reader. There is still a rare research that integratively examines both at once in 
the corpus of contemporary English literature. In fact, the relationship between 
the construction of cultural identity in the text and the way young readers 
articulate its meaning is an important aspect to understand. Therefore, this study 
takes a position to fill this gap by combining narrative analysis and reader 
response. 
 Specifically, this study aims to analyze how cultural identity is 
represented in contemporary English literary texts, as well as examine how 
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young readers interpret those representations based on their personal 
experiences and social contexts. Narrative analysis focused on depictions of 
characters, settings, and intercultural conflicts, while data from readers was 
obtained through semi-structured interviews and directed discussions. Thus, this 
study seeks to uncover the dialectical interaction between texts and readers in 
the formation of the meaning of cultural identity. 
 This research is expected to contribute to two domains. First, theoretically, 
the research enriches academic discourse on cultural representation and criticism 
of reader responses in the study of contemporary English literature. Second, 
practically, the results of this research are useful in the field of education, 
especially in the selection of relevant and inclusive literary texts for young 
readers. By integrating literature that equitably represents cultural identity, 
educational institutions can encourage the development of critical awareness, 
intercultural empathy, and openness in interacting with social diversity. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Representation of Cultural Identity in Contemporary Literature 
 Contemporary literature functions not only as a means of entertainment 
but also as a space for the representation of cultural identity. Cultural identity in 
literary works is usually reflected through the characters, settings, symbols, and 
intercultural conflicts that appear in the narrative. Recent research emphasizes 
that literary works have the power to reflect social values while constructing 
readers' perspectives on certain cultures (Sherefetdinova, 2024). Thus, literature 
becomes an arena where the concepts of hybridity, multiculturalism, and 
postcolonial dynamics are often raised as part of identity discourse (Mukherjee, 
2021). 
 
Literature as a Space for Negotiating Cultural Identity 
 In the context of globalization, contemporary literature plays an important 
role in facilitating cross-cultural dialogue. Research shows that through literary 
works, readers can negotiate their personal and collective identities with the 
cultural identities displayed in the text (Ning & Montoneri, 2022). This makes 
literature not only a static representation, but also a dynamic space in which 
identities are formed, challenged, and even reconstructed. In addition, the use of 
literary works in the realm of education has also been proven to be able to 
strengthen cultural awareness while fostering intercultural competence 
(Kolobova et al., 2021). 
 
Young Readers' Response in Shaping Meaning 
 Reader-response theory emphasizes that the reader is an active subject 
who plays an important role in creating meaning from the text. Recent research 
shows that young readers tend to interpret cultural representations in literature 
in a highly personal way, namely by connecting them to their own life 
experiences, social environment, as well as cultural identities (Govindarajoo et 
al., 2022). Thus, the experience of reading is not only the process of 
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understanding the text, but also the process of building a dialogue between the 
reader and the culture represented in literary works (Rosenblatt, 2021). 
 
Integration of Narrative Analysis and Reader Responses 
 Recent literature studies show that there is a need to combine text analysis 
with reader responses to make the results of the study more comprehensive. 
Narrative analysis allows researchers to uncover how texts construct cultural 
identity through literary elements, while readers' responses reveal how the texts 
are interpreted contextually (Christ & Chen, 2020). This integrative approach is 
especially relevant when the research is geared towards a group of young 
readers, as they tend to reflect everyday cultural experiences through interaction 
with texts. 
 
The Impact of Literature on Empathy and Cross-Cultural Understanding 
 Apart from being a medium of representation, literature also plays a role 
in forming cross-cultural empathy. Literacy psychology research shows that 
readers' engagement with other cultural characters and narratives can increase 
critical awareness as well as empathy for different social groups (Lapshina et al., 
2024). This is important for young readers because they are in the phase of 
identity development, so interaction with literary texts can make a great 
contribution to forming a more open understanding of cultural diversity. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Types and Approaches to Research 

This study uses a qualitative approach with a narrative analysis design 
and reader response. This approach was chosen because the focus of the research 
is to examine how cultural identity is represented in contemporary English 
literary texts as well as how young readers interpret those representations. The 
qualitative approach is considered relevant because it is able to explore symbolic 
meanings, subjective experiences, and interpretive processes that cannot be 
quantitatively measured (Nowell & Albrecht, 2023). Qualitative analysis allows 
for an in-depth exploration of the meaning contained in the text and the reader's 
interpretation, in accordance with the objective of interpretive research (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2021). In addition, the use of narrative analysis has proven effective 
for uncovering representations of cultural identity in literary works because it 
focuses on the structure of stories, characters, and symbols that make up the 
narrative (Bold, 2022). 

 
Population and Sample 

The population of this study is students who are studying at the Satya 
Widya College of Language and Literature, Surabaya, Indonesia. The sampling 
technique uses non-probability purposive sampling, which is the selection of 
participants based on certain criteria relevant to the research objectives (Etikan & 
Bala, 2023). The main criterion is that students aged 18–22 are actively reading 
contemporary English literary texts. A total of 20 participants were selected 
because they were considered sufficient to provide rich, in-depth, and 
representative data in qualitative research (Guest et al., 2020). 
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Data Collection Techniques 
Research data was obtained through two main sources. First, a 

narrative/textual analysis was carried out on three contemporary English novels 
selected based on the relevance of the theme of cultural identity representation 
(Riessman, 2021). Second, field data were collected through semi-structured 
interviews with 20 student participants in Surabaya. The interview instrument is 
designed to explore readers' perceptions, interpretations, and experiences 
regarding the representation of cultural identity in the text. The validity of the 
data is strengthened by the source triangulation technique, comparing the results 
of the text analysis with the reader's response, and member checking to ensure 
the accuracy of the researcher's interpretation (Birt et al., 2020). In addition, the 
use of triangulation in qualitative research is also considered important to 
increase the credibility and consistency of findings (Flick, 2022). 

 
Research Procedure 

The research procedure is carried out in several stages. First, the 
researcher identifies and selects contemporary English literary texts to be 
analyzed. Second, an in-depth reading was conducted to find the main themes 
related to the representation of cultural identity. Third, semi-structured 
interviews were carried out in the Satya Widya Surabaya campus environment, 
with an adjusted schedule so that participants felt comfortable. All interviews 
were recorded with the consent of the participants and transcribed verbatim. 
Fourth, data from texts and interviews were analyzed through thematic coding. 
The analysis process involves the stages of open coding, axial coding, and 
selective coding to find patterns of cultural representation and reader 
interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

 
Data Analysis Techniques 

Data analysis was carried out using the thematic analysis method, taking 
a more systematic structural approach as developed by Naeem et al. (2023), 
including explicit steps such as citation selection, keyword selection, theme 
development, and conceptual model development. NVivo 12 software is also 
used as a support to strengthen the analysis, as suggested by Allsop et al. (2022) 
in the guide to the use of NVivo applications in qualitative research. The results 
of data interpretation, both from texts and interviews, are presented critically, 
referring to the theory of cultural representation and reader responses as the 
main conceptual framework. 
 
RESEARCH RESULT 
Representation of Cultural Identity in Contemporary English Literary Texts 
 The results of the narrative analysis of the three contemporary English 
novels that were the object of the study show that cultural identity is not 
presented singularly and statically, but through complex narrative constructions. 
The identity is represented through three main aspects, namely characters, 
backgrounds, and intercultural conflicts. These three aspects work 
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simultaneously to construct a comprehensive picture of how culture is 
constructed, negotiated, and contested in literary texts. 
 First, the main characters in novels are often portrayed as individuals who 
are at a meeting point between local and global cultures. They usually come from 
traditional backgrounds, but are faced with the realities of modern or 
multicultural life. For example, some characters face the dilemma of maintaining 
traditional family values while having to adjust to a cosmopolitan lifestyle. This 
representation emphasizes that cultural identity is not something that is 
permanently attached, but is always in the process of negotiation. These figures 
are positioned as agents who must balance the demands of the old norm with the 
new dynamics, so that their experiences reflect the identity tensions that young 
generations face in today's globalized world. 
 Second, the setting of the story in the novel plays an important role as a 
symbolization of cultural space. The chosen setting is not just a physical location, 
but serves as an arena where cultural values interact. Some novels use 
multicultural cities as a setting, where intercultural encounters often occur in 
everyday life. A city, school, or transnational community is described as a social 
space full of cultural encounters. This kind of setting not only confirms the 
existence of cultural plurality but also shows the dynamics of negotiation, 
resistance, and acculturation. For example, the family room often represents a 
traditional culture that is loaded with normative values, while modern public 
spaces (such as schools or the world of work) reflect an arena in which traditional 
identities are confronted with the demands of globalization. Thus, the setting in 
the text serves as a metaphor that reinforces the narrative message of cultural 
hybridity. 
 Third, intercultural conflicts are an important aspect in the construction of 
identity. This conflict not only arises at the personal level of the figure but also in 
social interaction between cultural groups. For example, characters experience 
difficulties when social practices or customs from their home culture are opposed 
to values or norms from other cultures. These clashes can be in the form of 
differences in views on gender roles, educational expectations, and ethnic 
stereotypes attached to certain figures. This conflict serves as a narrative catalyst 
that shows that cultural identity is never neutral, but is loaded with tug-of-war 
for interests and power. 
 
Background Symbolization and Representation of Multiculturalism 
 The results of the narrative analysis show that the setting of the story in 
contemporary English novels not only serves as a physical space where events 
take place, but also has a symbolic meaning that represents cultural identity. The 
setting is a medium that allows the emergence of intercultural encounters, so it 
functions as an important element in the formation of narrative meaning. In this 
context, the setting can be understood as a social and cultural space that contains 
certain values, norms, and symbols that affect the dynamics of the characters and 
the course of the story. 
 First, the living room in the novel is often depicted as a symbol of tradition, 
continuity, and collective values. The family is usually presented as a place where 
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the character acquires his or her initial identity, including language, moral 
values, and outlook on life. However, in contemporary literature, the family 
room is also often shown as an arena of contradictions, when the younger 
generation begins to question old norms or feel pressured by inherited 
expectations. Thus, the living room is not only a symbol of cultural integrity but 
also a symbol of internal conflict that reflects the process of identity negotiation. 
 Second, transnational public spaces such as schools, big cities, or 
workplaces become symbols of cultural negotiation. In the novels analyzed, 
multicultural cities are often described as spaces of interaction between 
individuals from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Schools, for 
example, are not only places of formal education, but also arenas where 
characters come face to face with the language, values, and norms of the 
dominant culture. Similarly, large cities are often portrayed as cosmopolitan 
spaces that offer both freedom and identity challenges, as characters have to 
adapt to a global lifestyle that differs from traditional values. 
 Third, this background symbolization results in a complex representation 
of multiculturalism. The novels analyzed not only show a picture of cultural 
integration, in which the characters can adapt and build a hybrid identity, but 
also present intercultural tensions, such as discrimination, stereotypes, or 
marginalization of certain groups. Thus, multiculturalism in the text is not 
presented as something completely harmonious, but rather full of tug-of-war 
dynamics between acceptance, rejection, and compromise. 
 Fourth, an in-depth reading also finds that the setting in the novel serves 
as a metaphor for the journey of identity. The move of figures from the domestic 
space to the public space, or from the village to the cosmopolitan city, often 
symbolizes a shift in identity from the local to the global. This process reflects the 
real experience of young readers who also have to adapt to the increasingly 
pluralistic social environment due to globalization and cultural migration flows 
 
Young Readers' Response to Cultural Representation 

The results of semi-structured interviews with 20 student participants in 
Surabaya show that young readers have a diverse way of interpreting 
representations of cultural identity in contemporary English novels. In general, 
participants showed active engagement with the text, in which they not only read 
on the surface, but also related the content of the story to their personal 
experiences and social realities. This shows that young readers act as interpretive 
agents who interpret texts according to their cultural, educational, and social 
backgrounds. 

Most of the participants stated that the characters in the novel represent 
the dilemma that they also experience in their daily lives as a young generation 
living in the midst of globalization. For example, one participant mentioned: "The 
main character in the novel is similar to me, because sometimes I feel confused 
between joining the traditional family culture or adjusting to a more modern 
campus environment" (P7, interview, June 12, 2025). This quote confirms that the 
identity conflict experienced by the characters in the text manages to open up a 
space for reflection for the reader to articulate their personal experiences. 
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In addition, there were participants who saw texts as a means to 
understand cultural diversity and foster cross-cultural empathy. One participant 
stated: "I realized that everyone has a different background, and it can't be forced 
to be the same. From that novel I learned to appreciate differences" (P12, 
interview, June 14, 2025). This response suggests that young readers are not only 
negotiating their own identities but also using the experience of reading as a 
medium to build broader social awareness. 

However, some participants viewed the representation of culture in the 
novel as something that challenged their previous views. Some characters are 
portrayed as resisting stereotypes or dominant cultural values, and this is 
considered relevant to the social realities they encounter. One participant said: "I 
felt like the story opened my mind. Sometimes we are too attached to the existing 
norms, but the characters in the novel dare to fight. It made me rethink my 
position in society" (P18, interview, June 21, 2025). This shows that the experience 
of reading can trigger critical reflection and encourage readers to re-question 
their position in existing cultural structures. 
 
Identity Negotiation and Experience Connectedness 

The data from the interviews show that young readers are not only passive 
recipients of the narrative presented, but are actively involved in the identity 
negotiation process. They use text as a medium of reflection to connect personal 
experiences with cultural representations that appear in the novel. This is in line 
with the basic assumption of reader response theory, which emphasizes that 
literary meaning is formed through the interaction between the text and the 
reader. 

Most participants revealed that their social experiences in a multicultural 
environment had a significant influence on the way they interpreted the novel. 
One participant stated: "I studied in an environment where students came from 
different regions and cultures. When I read the story, I felt that my daily 
experiences were really connected to the conflicts in the novel" (P5, interview, 
June 10, 2025). This quote shows that the reader puts themselves in the position 
of a character while reflecting on the intercultural interactions experienced in 
everyday reality. 

In addition, the experience of learning a foreign language is also an 
important factor in shaping their interpretation. Some participants felt that 
language mastery opened up new perspectives on how to understand other 
cultures, which in turn enriched their reading. One participant revealed: "Since I 
also learned a foreign language, I was able to better understand the feelings of 
the characters who had to adjust to the new environment. So it's not just a 
fictional story, but also a real experience" (P9, interview, June 16, 2025). Thus, 
literary texts become a medium that mediates between the reader's linguistic 
experience and the cultural representation in the story. 

Furthermore, involvement in cross-cultural communities also shapes the 
way young readers interpret texts. One participant who is active in an 
international student organization said, "I often participate in activities with 
foreign students, so when I read intercultural conflicts in novels, I feel like I am 
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reading from my own experiences. I have also experienced misunderstandings 
due to cultural differences" (P14, interview, June 19, 2025). This shows that the 
text does not stand alone, but is brought to life through the reader's real social 
experience. 

From this data, it can be concluded that the reading process for 
participants is not only aesthetic consumption, but a multi-layered practice of 
identity negotiation. Contemporary English novels serve as a dialogical space, 
where young readers negotiate their positions between local and global cultures, 
between tradition and modernity, as well as between individual and collective 
experiences. In other words, literary texts are a medium that allows young 
readers to strengthen the connection between personal experiences and broader 
narratives about the representation of cultural identity. 
 
DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study confirm that the representation of cultural 
identity in contemporary English literature is present through three main 
aspects, namely characters, settings, and intercultural conflicts, which are then 
reinterpreted by young readers through their personal experiences. These results 
are consistent with the concept of cultural representation, which emphasizes that 
identity is not static, but is always negotiated in a social and discursive space (Ali 
& Ibrahim, 2021). In the context of this research, characters, settings, and conflicts 
are not only narrative elements but also symbolic media that facilitate the 
negotiation of young readers' identities. 
 The representation of the characters depicted at the intersection of local 
and global cultures shows the existence of hybridity dynamics. This is in line with 
the findings (Kumar & Saha, 2023) that contemporary literature reflects the 
tension between tradition and modernity as part of the process of shaping the 
identity of the younger generation. The characters in the novel serve as reflective 
mirrors for the reader, especially when they are faced with the dilemma between 
maintaining traditional values and adopting modernity. Thus, literary narratives 
serve as a means of articulating complex cultural identity experiences. 
 Background analysis shows that physical spaces such as families, schools, 
and multicultural cities are not just places, but rather symbolic representations of 
cultural dynamics. This supports the view (Kolobova et al., 2021) that literary 
texts are able to present imaginary spaces that allow the reader to negotiate their 
identity. In this study, the family room becomes a symbol of the continuity of 
tradition, while the transnational public space reflects the arena of identity 
negotiation. These findings show that multiculturalism in contemporary English 
literature is presented in a complex way, encompassing integration and 
intercultural tension, in contrast to the idealistic view that sees multiculturalism 
only as harmony. 
 The response of young readers shows a variety of critical involvement, 
ranging from identification with characters, personal reflection, to 
reinterpretation of cultural norms. This is in line with the findings (Park & Lee, 
2021), which affirm that the reading experience in the younger generation forms 
a negotiating space between the text and personal experience. The results of this 



Lestari 

134 

study are also consistent with studies (Chen & Wang, 2023), which found that 
readers' interpretations are influenced by social contexts, cross-cultural 
interactions, and their educational experiences. Interestingly, some participants 
used text as a medium to challenge their previous views, which is in line with the 
findings (Hussain, 2024) that critical literacy allows young readers to reflect on 
cultural values and build transformative awareness. 
 Findings on identity negotiation show that young readers not only read 
stories as entertainment, but also use them as a dialogue space to negotiate their 
own identities. This is in line with the view (Martínez-Roldán & Newcomer, 2022) 
that emphasizes that contemporary literature serves as an arena for readers to 
connect personal experiences with cultural representations in texts. Factors such 
as multicultural life, foreign language learning experiences, and involvement in 
cross-cultural communities have been shown to influence readers' 
interpretations. This means that literature has a dual function, namely as a 
cultural representation and as a medium for the formation of cross-cultural 
awareness in young readers. 
 This research contributes to the development of literary studies by 
integrating narrative analysis and reader responses. In contrast to studies 
(Kolobova et al., 2021) that emphasized the importance of literature as a means 
of intercultural education or (Rahman, 2023) that focused on the representation 
of hybrid identities in adolescent literature, this study offers a more holistic 
approach. By combining text analysis and interviews, this study shows that 
cultural representation in new texts has full meaning when combined with the 
reader's experience. 
 The obstacles encountered in this study include the limitations of the 
number of texts analyzed and the number of participants. This can affect the 
generalization of the findings. In addition, semi-structured interviews, although 
providing rich data, still depend on the openness of the participants in sharing 
personal experiences. For further research, it is recommended to expand the 
number of texts and participants, and to use additional triangulation methods, 
such as reading class analysis or direct observation, to obtain more 
comprehensive data. 
 Theoretically, this study enriches the study of cultural representation by 
emphasizing the importance of combining text analysis and reader response. 
Practically, these results can be used in the context of English literature education 
to select texts that are inclusive and relevant to young readers. Thus, this research 
contributes to the development of intercultural competence while increasing the 
critical awareness of the younger generation towards cultural diversity. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 This study concludes that the representation of cultural identity in 
contemporary English literature is manifested through the depiction of 
characters, the symbolization of the setting, and intercultural conflicts that reflect 
the hybrid dynamics between tradition and modernity. The novels analyzed 
demonstrate that characters serve not only as narrative devices but also as 
symbolic mediums that project tension, negotiation, and the integration of cross-
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cultural identities. The setting of the story, both private and transnational public 
spaces, appears as a symbolic arena that illustrates multiculturalism, while at the 
same time revealing the complexity of the relationship between local and global 
values. 

 Young readers' responses show active engagement that goes beyond 
passive consumption of stories. They interpret narratives based on personal 
experiences, multicultural life, and cross-cultural interactions, so that literary 
texts serve as dialogical spaces that facilitate the formation of critical awareness 
and reflection on identity. These findings reinforce that literary meaning is not 
only contained within the text but is formed through dynamic interaction with 
its readers. 

 Theoretically, this research contributes to the development of literary 
studies by integrating narrative analysis and reader responses, while enriching 
the discourse on cultural representation in contemporary literature. Practically, 
this research emphasizes the important role of literature in the context of 
education, especially as a means of building intercultural awareness, social 
empathy, and critical understanding among the younger generation. Thus, 
contemporary literature has a dual function, namely as a representation of 
cultural identity as well as a medium of social transformation that is relevant to 
today's global challenges. 
  
ADVANCED RESEARCH 

Future research could extend this study by examining a wider corpus of 
contemporary English and world literature, incorporating genres such as poetry, 
drama, or digital narratives to explore how cultural identity is negotiated across 
literary forms and media. Longitudinal studies on young readers from diverse 
cultural and educational backgrounds would provide deeper insights into how 
interpretations of identity evolve over time and in different contexts. Integrating 
digital ethnography and computational text analysis could also capture broader 
patterns of reader engagement in online spaces, complementing qualitative 
interviews. Moreover, comparative cross-cultural studies could reveal how 
representations of hybridity, tradition, and modernity are differently constructed 
and received, thereby enriching global perspectives on literature’s role in shaping 
intercultural understanding and social transformation. 
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