
blurred and we as readers 
only gradually come to un-
derstand what’s going on. In 
Klara and the Sun this in-
cludes the unclear process of 
‘uplift’ and the designs of 
the ‘artist’ Mr Capaldi on 
Klara. The novel also ques-
tions the opposition between 
scientific rationality and old-
er mythic beliefs, particular-
ly around primal forces like 
the sun.

The end of the novel is trou-
bling rather than providing 
satisfying closure but we 
(mostly) agreed it was all the 
more powerful for the 
uncertainties.

Artificial Intelligence and ro-
botics are themes that 
pre-occupy our society, from 
ChatGPT to deep fakes. They 
have also dominated science 
fiction books and films, from 
Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot, to 
Philip K Dick’s Do Androids 
Dream of Electric Sheep? 
which became Ridley Scott’s 
iconic Blade Runner, and 
then to more recent explora-
tion in films like Alex 
Garland’s Ex Machina. Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s novel is a moving 
and thought-provoking con-
tribution to the genre.

Ros, Dylan’s coming-of-age narrative unfolds 
in a post-apocalyptic existence where ‘man-
hood’ may look different to pre-disaster soci-
ety.

Controlling parents
Characters in coming-of-age novels often must 
defy the status quo of their childhood to free-
ly and fully enter adulthood.

In Purple Hibiscus by Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, 15-year-old Kambili struggles to cross 
the threshold into adulthood whilst under the 
iron grip of her father amidst the political 
tumult of 1990s Nigeria.

Oranges are not the Only Fruit by Jeanette 
Winterson and Go Tell it on the Mountain by 
James Baldwin are both semi-autobiographi-
cal novels which treat their protagonists with 
a brutally honest tenderness as they journey 
from parental repression to personal freedom. 

Coming-of-age in political adversity
Often the most compelling coming-of-age nar-
ratives unfold against the backdrop of political 
upheaval, portraying change on both a per-
sonal and social scale.

In the graphic novel Persepolis: The Story of 
Childhood, Marjane Satrapi illustrates her 
early life in Tehran through a series of striking 
black-and-white comic book images. Satrapi’s 
coming-of-age is inevitably shaped by the 
instability of 1970s -1980s Iran.

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee dissects 
the brutality of the American South in the 
throes of 1930s racial segregation, told through 
the rapidly maturing perspective of young and 
precocious Scout.

Demon Copperhead by Barbara Kingsolver 
exposes the US opioid crisis through the 
book’s young protagonist, Demon, who grap-
ples with the economic inequality of 1990s 
Appalachia. 

Coming-of-Age
Novelists reproduce the coming-of-age plot 
again and again. The awkward transition 
between childhood and adulthood is defined 
differently according to culture, community 
or individual. A character’s adolescence 
becomes a playground for authors to pose 
essential questions to their readers: Does 
growing up mean shedding your childhood 
self? Do people who face personal or political 
trauma ‘come-of-age’ more quickly? What does 
it mean to be a fully realised adult?

Coming-of age-narratives around the world
Coming-of-age narratives are a global phenom-
enon, emerging in various fantastic forms.

The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger cap-
tures a moment in Holden Caulfield’s anxious, 
angry and alienated adolescence as he drifts 
cynically through New York City.

A Frozen Woman by Annie Ernaux questions 
whether coming-of-age means bending to the 
rigid gender stereotypes of 20th century France. 

Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie fol-
lows Saleem from his birth at exactly midnight 
on the day of India’s independence through to 
his adulthood. As Saleem navigates aging, so 
too does India grow as a nation newly freed 
from colonial control.

Although the protagonist of Kitchen by Banana 
Yoshimoto is slightly older than typical for a 
coming-of-age novel, Mikage’s self-discovery 
in the wake of her grandmother’s death fits the 
essential elements of the genre.

Growing up in a dystopian world
Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro follows a 
friendship group’s childhood and adolescence 
at boarding school, where an unnamed, insid-
ious fate looms.

In The Blue Book of Nebo by Manon Steffan 
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	 Through Josie, 
Klara discovers 
feelings - friend-
ship even love...

Promoting reading and reading 
groups in prisons

Reading Group 
Round-Up 

With thanks to PRG and Give a Book volunteer 
Ruth

Finding a Good Read
A column to help you find intriguing books
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support more than 110 groups in over 80 prisons nationwide. If 
you’re interested, check with your library to see if there’s a group 
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in your prison. PRG is part of registered charity Give a Book.

Ruth

This month the report 
comes from HMP 
Wandsworth where one 
of the PRG groups read 
Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara 
and the Sun.

It’s a story told by a robot cre-
ated to be an ‘Artificial 
Friend’ to a human owner. 
While Klara stands in a shop 
window waiting to be no-
ticed, she carefully observes 
and wonders about the peo-
ple who pass by. Eventually 
she is bought and becomes 
an AF to Josie, a young girl 
who seems to be suffering 
from a mysterious weakness.

Through Josie, Klara discov-
ers feelings - friendship even 
love - which challenge the 
boundaries between person 
and machine and force the 
reader to think about what it 

is that makes us human.

To a man (and woman) the 
group loved the book. Total 
agreement doesn’t always 
produce the best discussions 
but this time it felt like every-
one was sparking off each 
other with different ideas 
about Klara as a character 
and what makes it such a 
great book.

It has a number of interwo-
ven themes and asks diffi-
cult questions about all of 
them - human v non-human, 
wealth and inequality, the 
line between parental love 
and cruelty. Is it right for par-
ents to be able to buy social 
advantage for their children?

Almost everyone in the 
group felt warmly towards 
Klara and thought her kind-
ness and loyalty ironically 
set her apart from all the oth-
er ‘human’ characters. 

We talked a lot about where 
feelings come from - are they 
innate or are they learned? 
At one point Josie’s mother 
says to Klara, ‘It must be nice 
sometimes to have no feel-
ings. I envy you.’ But Klara 
responds, ‘I believe I have 
many feelings. The more I 
observe, the more feelings 
become available to me’.

In most of Ishiguro’s books 
the boundary between 
knowing and not knowing is 

ELIZABETH WREAKES, PRISON LAW SPECIALIST 
OXLEY & COWARD SOLICITORS LLP

Elizabeth is renowned for her expertise 
and representation in Prison Law and 

her reputation in this �eld is held in high 
esteem. She can assist you with any of 

the following areas: -

Please call 01709 510999 or you can write to: 
Oxley & Coward Solicitors LLP, 

Unit K, The Point, Bradmarsh Business Park,
Rotherham, S60 1BP

• Parole •
• Licence Recall •

• Category A Reviews •
• Categorisation & Appeals •

• Home Detention Curfews & Appeals •
• Sentence Calculation •

• Transfers •
• Sentence Plan / Progression •

• Licence Conditions •

BARTFIELDS 
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CONFISCATION PROCEEDINGS 
UNDER POCA!

Bartfields have considerable UK wide experience of  
analysing and revising prosecution benefit calculations  

within tight deadlines. (Legal aid available)  
Free prison visit for all pre-confiscation hearing cases
Recent Cases: 

Prosecution Benefit Bartfields Benefit
Mr M £190,000 £52,500
Mr H £667,000 £67,000

Mrs D £271,000 £45,000
Mr R £1,280,000 £134,000
Mr O £378,000 £16,000

Contact Elisabeth Scott or Emma Whitaker on   
0333 222 4445 (option 3)  
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St Paul’s House,23 Park Square,Leeds,LS1 2ND  
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