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INTRODUCTION: THE UNFORGETTABLE VOICE OF
STEVE HARMON

In the landscape of young adult literature, few novels have left as
indelible a mark as Monster by Walter Dean Myers. First
published in 1999, this groundbreaking work challenged the
conventional boundaries of the YA genre by using a screenplay
format to tell its harrowing story. At its core, Monster Walter
Dean Myers is not merely a courtroom drama; it is a profound
exploration of identity, perception, and the delicate line between
innocence and guilt. The novel forces readers to become jurors
themselves, weighing evidence, parsing unreliable narration, and
ultimately confronting the power of labels. With its raw,
immediate prose and innovative structure, Monster remains a
cornerstone text in discussions about the American justice
system, racial bias, and the resilience of the human spirit. Over
two decades after its publication, the questions it raises about
who gets to tell a story — and whether a "monster" is born or
made — are as urgent as ever.

OVERVIEW OF MONSTER BY WALTER DEAN MYERS

Background and Publication

Walter Dean Myers, a prolific author known for his honest
portrayals of African American youth, published Monster in 1999
after years of writing acclaimed works such as Fallen Angels and
Slam!. The novel was groundbreaking for its time: it is told
through the dual perspectives of a handwritten diary and a
screenplay written by the protagonist, sixteen-year-old Steve
Harmon. Myers was inspired by the increasing media
sensationalism surrounding young Black men accused of crimes,
and he wanted to capture the dehumanizing effect of the legal
process. The book was awarded the Michael L. Printz Award for
excellence in young adult literature and was also a National Book
Award finalist. Its innovative format continues to inspire
educators and readers to think critically about narrative
construction.

Plot Summary in Brief

The story centers on Steve Harmon, a Black teenager from
Harlem who is on trial as an accomplice to felony murder. The
crime — a robbery of a drugstore that resulted in the death of the
store owner, Mr. Nesbitt — was committed by two older men,
James King and Richard "Bobo" Evans. Steve was allegedly the
lookout, but he insists he was not involved. The novel unfolds
through Steve's screenplay, which he writes while in prison,
interspersed with his personal diary entries. As the trial
progresses, Steve grapples with his identity: Is he the monster
the prosecutor describes? Or is he a scared kid caught in the
wrong place at the wrong time? The jury ultimately finds him not
guilty, yet the true verdict remains ambiguous. By the final
pages, Steve looks in the mirror and sees a "monster" staring
back — a chilling reminder that the accusation itself has altered
his self-perception forever.

KEY THEMES AND ANALYSIS

Justice and the Legal
System

One of the most prominent themes in Monster Walter Dean
Myers is the flawed nature of the justice system, particularly for
young people of color. Throughout the trial, Steve is reduced to a
case number, a mug shot, and a series of damaging labels. The
prosecutor, Sandra Petrocelli, paints him as a "monster"
deserving of prison, while his own defense attorney, Kathy
O'Brien, struggles to humanize him for the jury. Myers does not
offer easy answers; instead, he shows how the legal process can
strip away individuality and force defendants into predefined
roles. The novel also examines the role of evidence and
testimony: the eyewitness accounts are contradictory, and
Steve's own recorded statement is manipulated. This ambiguity
forces readers to question whether any trial can deliver pure
justice when race, class, and perception are always in the room.

ldentity and Self-Perception

Steve Harmon's internal conflict is the emotional core of the
novel. He begins as a film-loving teenager who dreams of
becoming a director, but the trial forces him to see himself
through the eyes of others. His diary entries reveal a vulnerable
boy terrified of losing his humanity, while his screenplay
distances him from the trauma — by writing his life as a movie,
he can pretend it is happening to someone else. The climax of
this theme occurs in the final scene: after his acquittal, Steve
looks in the bathroom mirror and cannot recognize the person he
sees. "l have to admit that | was afraid," he writes. "Not of the
monster. | was afraid that what | saw was not a monster at all. |
was afraid that | was a monster." This haunting conclusion
suggests that identity is not fixed; it is shaped by accusation,
fear, and the stories we tell ourselves.

Media and the Power of
Narrative

Myers explicitly critigues how the media constructs public
perception. In the novel, news reports, courtroom transcripts, and
even Steve's own screenplay compete to define reality. The
prosecutor uses sensational language — "monster" — to win the
case in the court of public opinion. Steve, in turn, tries to reclaim
his narrative through his writing. This meta-fictional element
invites readers to consider who controls the story in their own
lives. The screenplay format itself becomes a symbol: it is Steve's
attempt to impose order on chaos, but it also reveals his deep
desire for control. In a world where Black boys are often depicted
as threats, Monster shows how narrative can be a means of
survival — and how it can also become a cage.
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Race and Stereotypes

Although race is never explicitly stated as the reason for Steve's
arrest, Myers embeds the reality of systemic racism into every
scene. Steve is one of the few Black students at his
predominantly white high school, and his prison experiences are
filled with young men of color. The prosecutor's language —
"monster" — echoes a long history of dehumanizing racial slurs.
Likewise, the jury is all white, and Steve's attorney hints that they
may struggle to see him as innocent. Myers does not preach;
instead, he shows how stereotypes seep into every legal and
social interaction. The novel remains a powerful tool for
discussing implicit bias and the school-to-prison pipeline, making
it essential reading for classrooms today.

THE ROLE OF THE SCREENPLAY FORMAT

One of the most innovative aspects of Monster Walter Dean
Myers is its hybrid structure. Myers chose the screenplay format
to represent how Steve distances himself from his trauma. As a
budding filmmaker, Steve writes the trial as a movie — complete
with camera angles, lighting directions, and character
descriptions. This device serves multiple purposes: it allows
readers to see the trial as a performance, it highlights the staged
nature of courtroom proceedings, and it creates emotional
distance for Steve himself. The diary entries, by contrast, are raw
and unfiltered, revealing the anxiety and fear he hides from
others. This juxtaposition forces readers to wonder: which version
of Steve is real? The screenplay also mirrors the way society
treats trials as entertainment — true crime dramas, sensational
news coverage — reducing real people to characters. By the end,
the reader understands that Steve's screenplay is both a survival
mechanism and a cry for authenticity.

CHARACTERS: WHO'S WHO IN THE NOVEL

Steve Harmon: The protagonist, a thoughtful, artistic teenager
who loves film. He is introspective and vulnerable, but the
pressure of the trial forces him to question his own morality. His
growth is measured not by the verdict but by his shattered self-
image.

James King: The older man accused of being the triggerman. He
is portrayed as more hardened and less sympathetic than Steve,
but Myers also hints at his own tragic backstory. King's conviction
and lack of remorse stand in contrast to Steve's uncertainty.

Richard "Bobo" Evans: The third defendant, who testifies
against King in a plea deal. Bobo's testimony is inconsistent,
raising questions about his credibility and motives.

Kathy O'Brien: Steve's defense attorney. She is competent but
emotionally detached, treating Steve as a case rather than a
person. Her pragmatism is unsettling; she never tells Steve
whether she believes he is innocent.

Sandra Petrocelli: The prosecutor, whose opening and closing
statements are filled with provocative language. She represents
the system's willingness to label young Black men as monsters.

Steve's Family: His mother, who visits him in tears, and his
father, who struggles to look at him. Their love is palpable, but
they are also victims of the trial's emotional toll.

Steve's Friends: Osvaldo Cruz and George Sawicki. Osvaldo is a
street-smart teen who also participated in the robbery, while
George is a nerdy friend from school who provides a contrast to
the criminal world.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Upon publication, Monster Walter Dean Myers received
widespread acclaim for its formal innovation and unflinching
honesty. It won the first Michael L. Printz Award in 2000,
establishing a new standard for young adult literature. Critics
praised Myers for refusing to offer a neat moral — the ending is
deliberately ambiguous, leaving readers to wrestle with their own
conclusions. The novel has been translated into numerous
languages and remains a staple in high school and college
curricula, often taught alongside works by Harper Lee and
Richard Wright. In addition to its literary value, Monster has
sparked important conversations about juvenile justice, mass
incarceration, and the power of labels. It was adapted into a film
in 2018, starring Kelvin Harrison Jr. as Steve Harmon, though the
film received mixed reviews for diluting some of the novel's
complexity. Nonetheless, the novel's impact endures, and it
continues to be recommended by educators, librarians, and anti-
racist reading lists.

WHY MONSTER REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

More than twenty years after its release, Monster by Walter
Dean Myers is perhaps more relevant than ever. The United
States has the highest incarceration rate in the world, with Black
teenagers disproportionately caught in the criminal justice
system. High-profile cases — such as the murder of Trayvon
Martin, the Central Park Five, and the George Floyd protests —
have brought renewed attention to the ways Black youth are
dehumanized in courtrooms and media. The novel's screenplay
format also speaks to the modern obsession with true crime
documentaries and serialized justice dramas. Readers today are
trained to consume trials as entertainment, and Myers forces
them to confront the human cost of that voyeurism. Furthermore,
the novel's exploration of identity — "who am | if the world sees
me as a monster?" — resonates with anyone who has ever felt
defined by a single mistake or a stereotype. Monster is not just a
book about crime; it is a book about the stories we tell to survive.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR READERS AND
CLASSROOMS

e Why do you think Steve writes his story as a screenplay?
How does that format affect your perception of him?

e Do you believe Steve was involved in the robbery? What
evidence supports your view?

e What does the word "monster" mean in the context of the
novel? Is there a difference between being called a monster
and being one?

e How does race influence the way characters are treated in
the legal system? Can you find examples in the text?

e What role does Steve's family play in his journey? How does
their presence (or absence) affect his sense of self?

¢ Why does Steve look in the mirror and see a monster at the
end? Has he changed, or has his perception of himself
changed?

e Compare Kathy O'Brien and Sandra Petrocelli as lawyers.
Which one do you find more effective, and why?

¢ How does the novel challenge or reinforce your
understanding of justice?

CONCLUSION: A STORY THAT REFUSES TO BE CLOSED

In the final pages of Monster Walter Dean Myers, the reader is
left with a gut-wrenching image: a teenage boy staring at his own
reflection, unable to recognize the person looking back. There is
no triumphant redemption, no easy lesson learned. Instead,
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Myers offers a mirror to society — asking us to examine the
labels we assign, the stories we believe, and the humanity we too
often erase. Monster is a novel that refuses to provide closure
because closure, for many young people caught in the system, is

a privilege. Through its innovative structure, complex characters,
and unyielding gaze at injustice, Monster has secured its place as
a classic of young adult literature. Its call to see beyond the



