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Adolescence: Not for the Faint of Heart
"Things change. And friends leave. Life doesn't stop for anybody"(Chbosky, 1999). I guess that’s about as good a way to start this essay as any. I watch the movie “The Perks of Being a Wallflower” and will be looking at adolescence through the eyes of Charlie who is the main character. Of the three stages to adolescence – early adolescence 10-13, middle adolescence 14-17, late adolescence 18-24 – Charlie is in the middle adolescence stage. We pick up his story as he is entering his freshmen year at age 15. Before examining Charlie’s adolescence it’s important to understand the traumas that Charlie has encountered up to this point, the first one is the suicide of his best friend, Michael, during his 8th grade year. The second most important trauma to understand is that Charlie was sexually abused by his Aunt Helen when he was younger, a memory that we don’t find out till the end of the movie because it’s been repressed. 
This movie has an underlying concern for the mental health of adolescence all throughout. We have Michael committing suicide, Charlie having been abused, Brad who’s secretly gay, Sam who has toxic relationships and the list goes on and on. Charlie ends up in this group of “misfits” if you will who have for the most part known each other for their who life. Since the main character in Charlie and I’m looking through adolescence in his eyes it’s important to look at the end of the movie when Charlie has a mental breakdown. When Sam touches Charlie’s leg he gets flashbacks to his aunt and isn’t sure why. The key scene in all of this after he gets his memories back is when Charlie is walking home, and we see three different Charlies; finally, it all makes sense. The flashbacks, the fact that he was bothered when he was being intimate with Sam when she touched his leg.
Charlie being confronted with all these new memories has a mental breakdown and in a moment of desperation decides that he’s going to commit suicide. Luckily, he called his sister first to talk and she called the police. From the looks of it, it seems to me that Charlie is suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder not so much from his friend Michael dying or his Aunt Helen dying, but rather from the many times he was sexually abused by her. After two months of hospital stay and really coming to terms with the past, Charlie can avoid the same fate as his best friend Michael who didn’t feel that he could talk to anyone. This story shows us the power of speaking out about abuse that happens in our lives especially those who are in adolescence. So, the story ends well for Charlie; having the support of his family, friends and a doctor who cares is what Charlie needs to move past this trauma. 
Being a teenager in the early 90’s is much like being a teenager today; it’s the same stuff different day. Learning what it means to be a man however has changed from then to now. Charlie’s home environment is very traditional in the sense of gender roles. His father is quit, strong, and doesn’t really show emotion; even in the closing scene of the movie when Charlie is back at home eating their first meal together Charlie in an effort to break the silence and awkwardness asks his dad “So how do you think the Penguins are going to do this year dad?”. They all chuckle and laugh as things seemingly go back to normal but it’s an effort to bridge the gap between going through some really hard stuff and having to deal with emotions and the fact that this is something that they haven’t really done at their house. 
Charlie has an older brother who he looks up to and is going to Penn State on a scholarship to football and Charlie’s best friend is gay. While none of this is bad in and of itself, Charlie is different. He expresses himself differently and defines his masculinity differently than that of his brother and his Father. Interestingly enough Charlie’s dad call’s his daughter Candaces boyfriend “soft” because he likes to make mixtapes with art on them and is part of the Earth club but in another scene Charlie sees him hitting his sister and doesn’t do anything to stop it. In during adolescence when Charlie is trying to figure out who he is, he’s to timid to do anything to stop the physical abuse of his sister. However, in another scene when one of his friends Patrick is getting beat up, Charlie steps in and beats the bullies up who are hurting his friend. He also takes part in this show with his friends which is kind of a drag show of sorts? I’m not too sure but all that to say that Charlie’s sense of what it means to be a man is not typical of the time period. At the end of the day Charlie doesn’t really seem to care to fit into the mold of the time. 
In our book on page 179 of chapter 5 it talks about masculinity and says that “There also is a special concern about boys who adopt a strong masculine role in adolescence, because this is increasingly being found to be associated with problem behaviors” (Santrock, 2018). While there is a strong correlation between adopting strong masculine roles and behavior problems, this is not always the case. In “The Perks of Being a Wallflower”, toxic masculinity is quite prevalent throughout the high school, Charlie learns to adapt within this environment not compromising who he is. 
When it comes to romantic relationships Charlie doesn't have much experience. He becomes infatuated with Sam; however, she is a senior and involved in another relationship. Not to mention the fact that she has a “troubled past” and a lot of baggage that comes along with her. Towards the middle of the movie however after a friendship forms Charlie shares that he's never kissed a girl and Sam says his first kiss should be from someone who loves him. Towards the end of the movie it's implied that they had some form of intimate connection, however it's not clear. This is when Charlie has his repressed memories start to flood back before his mental breakdown. I think the biggest lesson that Charlie learns throughout this entire movie is the importance of honesty in a relationship. 
Charlie is witnessed too many dishonest relationships and witness is the repercussions of that. His sister and Derek’s abusive relationship, Patrick's secret gay relationship, his relationship To Mary Elizabeth which he doesn't want to be in, how he really feels about Sam and doesn't share with her till the end of the movie , and many more.; Charlie’s big ark is that he learns to be honest with others and with himself when it comes to relationships. On page 144 in our book Santrock notes that:
In terms of links between identity and romantic relationships in adolescence and emerging adulthood, individuals in a romantic relationship are both in the process of constructing their own identities and each person provides the other with a context for identity exploration (Pittman & others, 2011). The extent of their secure attachment to each other can influence how each partner constructs his or her own identity. (Santrock, 2018)
Every one of Charlie's relationships influences his character development in some way shape or form. Specifically, in this movie it seems to showcase a lot of broken people in broken relationships, so how does Charlie cope with this? 
Charlie is exceptionally gifted when it comes to writing, even telling his teacher that he wants to become a writer. When Charlie first starts school, his teacher offers his friendship to Charlie to which Charlie replies “If my teacher's the only friend I've made on my first day that's pretty sad.” However, throughout the movie Charlie begins to form a good relationship with Mr. Anderson. They share books, ideas, and thoughts; it's almost as if Mr. Anderson is the only grounded relationship that Charlie has at this point in time. Charlie's escape is reading and writing, and writing is something that he does exceptionally well. The movie starts out by saying dear friend and we never do find out who that friend is. This could be a coping mechanism that Charlie uses to tell the tale of his life over the last few years as he's overcome this trauma, maybe riding too Michael his friend who committed suicide. 
 For Charlie and many other teenagers, a common theme that seems to run through the fabric of this movie is the philosophy of hedonism. Hedonism is the pursuit of pleasure, sensual self-indulgence. For Charlie, his friends are a huge influence on this philosophy that is instilled in the very culture of adolescence. At one point in the movie Charlie states that he didn't think anybody noticed him to which his friends say we notice you. After this point Charlie in an effort to continue to be accepted goes along with what his friends are doing. There is a recklessness about the way they live, but because they are teenagers they don’t care. Charlie gets involved with doing drugs and is around other people who are sexually active. I think what's stopping Charlie from going down that road is the past trauma of sexual abuse from his aunt. 
However, we do see promiscuity all throughout the movie. Charlie's crush Sam has had many sexual partners , Charlie's best friend Patrick is gay , his friends are involved in some drag show musical , and the cherry on top is the scene at Christmas when they're going to mass and taking communion and then the scene instantly changes from when he takes the wafer to when he has LSD on his tongue. This is the personification of hedonism in teenage culture. Lucky for Charlie he doesn't dive headfirst and make a lot of poor choices which he'll regret for the rest of his life. In the book his sister gets pregnant and ends up having to get an abortion. Charlie is the one who drives her to the clinic, and the sad thing is her boyfriend Derek did it on purpose because his friends dared him to. This type of reckless abandonment does harm our adolescence on a psychological and physiological level. 
I think one of the last things about Charlie's adolescence that's important to note is the rites of passage that they had. There's a few of them that stick out in my mind the first of which was being accepted by his peers. This didn't happen until Charlie was invited to a party and accidentally took weed brownies and started making people laugh. At this point in time is when a toast was made to Charlie acknowledging him as one of them. Another was in their drag show when one of the people was missing Charlie was asked to step in and he did so even though it was uncomfortable. This showed his friends that he was committed to the ideals and values of this group. The last one that I can think of is music and the importance of bonding to it. 
In the final scene Charlie says, “I was in a bad place before high school and you helped me through it.” We don’t know who you are, however, it’s implied that this letter is written to his best friend Michael. He then goes on to say “I know these will all be stories someday and our pictures will become old photographs, and we’ll all become somebody’s mom or dad. But right now, these moments are not stories. This is happening. I am here. And I am looking at her. And she is so beautiful.”  When it comes to adolescence each person experiences it differently. However, there are the common needs of every person to be loved, accepted, and seen. At the end of this movie Charlie finally felt loved by his peers, family, and Sam. He felt accepted being who he is by his family and friends. And finally, he felt seen by the people he loves. Adolescent years are some of the most important and most difficult years of any person's life, and while difficult, if done correctly shape us to be the men in woman that we are today. Adolescence is certainly not for the faint of heart. 
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