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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this 20-week, cross-continenta study was to map how seven, 12-
and 13-year-old young adolescents living in Augtrdia and the United States used popular
culture in their literacy lives to construct notions of themsalves. Guided by poststructurd
theories of the salf and cultural studies theories of production and consumption, this study
addressed (1) how adolescents are named, structured, and situated in particular ways, as
particular people based upon categorizations of adolescence and on the adolescents
interests in popular culture, (2) how adolescents use popular culture to perpetuate
categories that have named them, but also to push againgt and sometimes to temporarily
knock down those categories that force them into being particular people with particular
identities, and (3) how adolescents shape new idesas, categories, and understandings
through the tensions of being produced as particular people and of constructing ways of
being someone different. Data gathered over two, 10-week periodsin Audtradiaand the
United States included 8-12 hours of daily observationd fieldnotes taken before, during,
and after school and occasiondly on weekends; taped interviews with adolescents,
teachers, and parents; dial ogue journals between the researcher and each adolescent;
researcher journa notes; artifacts; and adolescents photo self documentary of the
popular culture texts in their lives. Data were andyzed within each local context and
across globa contexts using poststructura rhizomatic cartography and chiaroscuro, an
artigtic technique. Analysis of data showed how adolescents read and used texts
differently. Sometimes they used texts as a perpetuation of an identity they wanted for
themsalves, while other times they used texts to push againg identities that defined them
in particular ways. Implications of this study suggest thet adolescents' uses of popular
culture are a complex mix of identity production and subjectivity congtruction that relate
to societd structures that name and define adolescents and their uses of popular culture.

INDEX WORDS: Adolescents, Popular Culture, Literacy, Identity, Subjectivity,
Pogistructurd theory, Cultural Studies, Rhizoandlys's, Chiaroscuro
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PREQUEL®:

A NOTE TO THE COMMITTEE

She would never say where she came from
Y esterday won't matter if it'sgone
Whilethe sun is bright
Or in the darkest night
No one knows
She comes and goes

Don't question why she needs to be so free
SHell tdl you it' sthe only way to be
Shejust can't be chained
To alife where nothing's gained
And nothing' s lost
Without a cost

Theré snotimeto lose | heard her say
Catch your dreams before they dip away
Dying dl thetime
Lose your dreams
And you will lose your mind.

Ain't life unkind?

Goodbye Ruby Tuesday
Who could hang a name on you?
When you change with ev'ry new day
Sl I'm gonnamiss you.

“Ruby Tuesday”

Lyricsand Music by Mick Jagger
& Keith Richards (1967)
Performed by The Rolling Stones

L A literary device used to show nonlinearity of a period of time: awriting that iswritten last, but is
deliberately placed before previously finished writings. George L ucas used the notion of prequel in Star
Wars: Episode 1, The Phantom Menace (McCalum & Lucas, 1999), which was written, produced, and
filmed after Episodes Four through Six, and then placed before them.



In high school | kept a notebook of lyrics that | handwrote as | listened to songs
over and over on ayelow, waterproof Sony Wakman. “Ruby Tuesday” wasthe first
song | transcribed into the spiral book because | was drawn to the line “Lose your dreams
and you will lose your mind.” Fifteen years later, when | began to write this dissertation,
| wrote this line down and tagped it to my computer monitor alongside a printed email note
| had received from afriend who had written, “Rock on pop woman. Kids everywhere
need you to pull this off.” These two tidbits have kept me going toward an unknown
ending for the past year through reading, writing, reading, andyzing, reading, and
rewriting. Jagger and Richards s (1967) lyrics have time and again reminded me of
Foucault’s (1984/1990) statement “that it is not necessary to know exactly what | am” (.
9). In an interview entitled “ Truth, Power, Slf,” Michd Foucault (1982/1988) said,

Themain interest in life and work is to become someone e se that you were not in

the beginning. If you knew when you began a book what you would say in the

end, do you think that you would have the courage to write it? What is true for
writing and for alove relationship istrue dso for life. The game isworthwhile

insofar as we don't know what will be the end. (p. 9)

I’ve long wondered what the ending of this project would be. With twists and turns this
study has taken shape, a shape unlike a standard sort of dissertation. But | didn’'t begin
the doctora program in Reading Education at UGA thinking that I’ d write an dternative
dissertation. Eventualy though | began to take serioudy Foucault's (1984/1990) stance
that “ There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think differently

than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if oneisto

go on looking and reflecting a dl” (p.8).



Richard Rorty (1989) shared Foucault’ s sentiments. He wrote that writersfed a
sense of conjuncturalism—the need to try “writing a just the right moment in just the
right way” (p. 174). What is that right way? |s there aright way? | wanted to know. |
needed the pace to think differently, to look differently while ill remaining part of
higher education.

After long conversations with parents, teachers, mentors, adolescents, siblings,
researchers, and friends who encouraged and prodded me to find away to represent this
Study so that it would be reader friendly for them, | decided to try a different way of
writing, abeit with the writing and thoughts of othersinfluencing my own writing and
thoughts. That meant slopping my habit of looking for others words to explain whét |
wanted to say, while knowing dl adong that these works guided me. In fitsand starts|
wrote and rewrote. First | wrote with others words. Then | rewrote and trandated again
what | had written, il logt in others words, in others' thinking. Throughout multiple
drafts of trying to say the same thing in different ways | kept in mind that | wanted this
text to be accessible to parents, teachers, and adolescents, while aso meeting the needs of
academic research, of researchers and teacher educators.

Mansfield (2000) stated that peoplein society are * unsettled by things that cross
lines, especialy those that seem to belong to both sdes, that blur and question the whole
process of demarcation” (p. 83). | have tried to cross lines with this work—to force what
Reinking and Alvermann (2000) described as “a collision between two dien worlds’ (p.
450)—in an effort to write up this sudy as research that would be seen as scholarly but
aso read by people outside of academia. Thisis my attempt to write using a“double

gesure” a*“double writing, that isawriting that isin and of itsdf multiple” (Derrida,



1981/1972, p. 41). I'm not sureif I’ ve capably written in a double gesture, though I’ ve
tried. Verdict’sout. We'll see.

Inthe Haunters of Ruins: The Photography of Clarence John Laughlin, authors
Lawrence and Brady (1997) honor the artistic work of the late Clarence John Laughlin, a
renowned photographer who documented in his own obscure way the raw and natural
beauty of Louisana, my origind scomping grounds. Laughlin’s photographs were built
around his use of chiaroscuro, aconcept used by artists to create depth for two-
dimensiona objects using shades of light and dark. Speeking of their desireto “get it
right” in their representation of Laughlin’ swork, they wrote in their opening,

For anyone whose mind perceives more complexity than can be expressed on a

bumper gticker or in a sound bite on the evening news, the chdlenge isto creste a

sngle linear text, choosing and placing each letter and each word to march in an

orderly sequence across one page and onto the next. Words set carefully in this
fashion invite areader to follow the lines of |etters, decipher the linear sequence
of words, and re-cregte in one' s consciousness an gpproximation of the full

complexity originaly perceived in the mind of the author. (p. 1)

These authors desired to re-create in words Laughlin's photographic lifework and
to present this information in such alinear fashion that readers would clearly understand
what Laughlin had in mind as he worked and authored visud texts. | came to redlize thet
the data of this study didn’t work linearly. Attending to the data and to my desire to think
differently, thistext might not ook like or read like atraditiona academic text.

| greatly admire Laughlin’ swork and his use of chiaroscuro in his photography to

include the image and its shadow. The idea of the image and its shadow has long been



part of representation. Roland Barthes (1973/1975) theoretically applied chiaroscuro to
the process of reading. He theorized that texts carry shadows, too. In The Pleasure of the
Text, Barthes (1973/1975) wrote

There are those who want a text without a shadow, without the  dominant

ideology;’ but thisis to want atext without fecundity, without productivity, a

derile text. The text needs its shadow: this shadow is a bit of ideology, a bit of

representation, a bit of subject: ghosts, pockets, traces, necessary clouds:

subverson must produce its own chiaroscuro. (p.32)

This dissertation does in fact carry shadows, and the shadows have produced a
form of chiaroscuro that has led to writing and representing the deta in a different vein.
The study that follows combines the eements of academic research with the writing and
representation of the layperson, which ismy atempt to think and perceive differently
than | have before. My hope isthat I’ ve written it well enough o that it is recognized as
an academic work. In thiswriting I’ ve cometo think like Fuery (1995) that “ Only when
the darkness of the systems of knowledge is recognised can there be any sense of
illumination” (p. 76). The shadows of thistext illuminate my own different ways of
thinking and of representing data differently. Not as a better form of representation, just a
different one. In the chapters to come, no formd citationa references gppear, though this
study was surely informed by theory and research. The most sdlient references are
contained in the Appendix.

Asreaders, don't fed condricted by the linearity of the presentation of this text
like the biographica writers documenting Laughlin’swork felt. Appearances are

deceiving, and assumptions are made about proceeding based upon appearances. | am



bound by the condraints of the structure. Read this text rhizomaticaly, if you like, in the
order that worksfor you. | think that no matter what | write or how | write it readers will
form their own opinions of the text and will congtruct their own illuminations and
shadows from their reading.

Thiswriting occurred rhizometically—data connected to ideas and to writing in
non-linear ways. So readers can jump in wherever they want, which might not necessarily
be at what appears to be the beginning. So, if methodology of this study is of greatest
interest, skip around and read Chapter 7, or begin with the background of the study in
Chapter 1. If the theories and research that informed the study seem most gppedling, turn
to the Appendix. Or read first Chapters 2-6 if the literacy practicesinvolving popular
culture of seven adolescentsiif it is of greatest interest. Find a middle and jump in where
youd like!

March 29, 2002
Athens, GA, U.SA.
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PREFACE

“I just don't get it. You're dill into studying popular culture? | thought you said
that you were interested in literacy, adolescents, and education,” Caroline ribbed me.

| imagined that she rolled her eyes to emphasize her point aswetaked. | can't
recal how many times|’ve had this conversation with my sster in the past severd years.
It'sokay, | thought to myself. We don’t necessarily see eye-to-eye on topicsrelated to
education, but she's agood person with whom to discussideas—she' s ateacher and a
sngle mother. I'maresearcher and teacher educator; before that | was a classroom
teacher.

“I just don’'t know what in the world you get out of popular culture,” she
continued. “You know, | am redly just offended by alot of it. | have to tell Matthew (her
14-year-old son) to turn off most of the music we hear when we' re together in the car.
Most popular culture—it doesn't even have to be music—is totaly inappropriate, violent,
over-the-top, or sexualy suggestive, and it' s not dl that thought provoking either. Y oung
people are growing up way too fast and are just trying to act like celebrities and fashion
modd s and rappers who make big money. The mgority of popular cultureisdl a
moneymaking scheme anyway, and young people get swept up in it. So why go there?’

| switched the phone to my other ear and doodled on a sheet of paper as| listened
to her argument.

“| am aware of some popular culture, but | don't think it’s absolutely necessary to

know dl the ins and outs of young peopl€ s current interests. | mean, | understand that



it swhat young people like. It's entertainment,” she reasoned. As she talked, | stopped
my continuous tracing of an infinity shgpe on the top right corner of my page and began
to scribble down some ideas. Caroline went on.

“And it might help us as teachers to have some popular magazines, or whatever,
available in our classroom for young people who have few interests and are not interested
inor redly good at reading so that we can hook them and teach them to read. But when it
comes down toit, | just don't think that knowing about young peopl€ s popular culture
has awhole lot to do with red teaching and learning.”

She paused. | stopped jotting notes and returned to tracing the infinity sign. It was
becoming darker and bolder as my pen moved around in afigure eight. | thought about
saying something, but then | began rereading what | had written on my paper. | waited to
see where she wanted to go with the conversation. She then tried to lighten what seemed
to be the making of a serious cornversation by shifting avay from the topic of popular
culture and schooling dtogether.

“Now,” she careened in amock teacherly voice, “What would you like to know
about Snoopy Dog Dog?’

| burst out laughing at her unexpected segue back into the same conversation.
“You' ve mixed up alot of popular culture there,” | teased her. | wondered if her
scrambled word choice was intentiond, but decided not to ask directly. “Do you mean
Snoopy, asin the Charles Shultz's Peanuts comic character, or do you mean Snoop Dog,
the rgp arti?’ | thought for amoment and added dl the derivativesto my list. “Wall,
there was a point where he went by Srnoop Doggy Dog. Which one do you want to talk

about?’ | asked.



10

“Oh, Margaret!” she groaned and laughed. “I don’t have any ideal | know just
enough to get by,” shelithdy replied.

“Is't that part of it though?’ | piped up, swiveing around in my chair. Now | had
guestions to ask. “As an adult, amother of four adolescents, and ateacher? Isn't it sort of
cool, and appropriate, by the way, to be the adult on the cusp of popular culture? Asa
cusper, you can show others that you know something about popular culture without
actudly claming it or being in to it. It's a comfortable postion. But you have to be
extremely careful! If you come across to adolescents, or adults, as knowing oo much,
they might think you 're into popular culture. And then as acusper you'rein for big
trouble!”

“Don’'t worry about me. But that might be something that you want to consder
for yoursdlf,” she quickly remarked.

| amiled, mirthfully confused by her comment. After we hung up the phone, | sat

and reviewed the notes | had scrawled on a pad during our conversation.
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My conversation with Caroline mimics conversations I’ ve had with other adults
who live or work with adolescents. Popular cultureis aloose and amorphous term that
encompasses lots of things, and peopl€' s perceptions of it trigger immediate and strong
responses. For some, popular culture equals pleasures—mindless imbibing, indulgence, a
happy, carefree state of being. It's the idea of sheer enjoyment, like Caroline explained.
People say, “Oh, popular culture. It'sdl right. It's just entertainment.” Described like
this, popular cultureisjust leisure, play, and gratification, and might include watching a
weekly stcom, reading a good romance nove while stting on the beach, or playing two
hours of video games. For those with this view, popular culture as pleasure might be used
asareward for ajob accomplished: first work, then play. It's harmless; and besides,
people need a bit of fun in ther lives.

For others, popular culture symbolizes the bane of living in an indulgent society.
Popular culture represents mass production of goods and total acceptance of what
cgpitaliam offers. Mention popular culture to people who think thisway, and aworld of
images are conjured up of consumerism at its worst. When asked, some people respond
like Caroline, saying, “1 am offended by much of popular culture” Otherssay, “It'sdl
just the same. People use it and don't even think about it.” These perceptions of popular
culture view consumption as mundane homogenization of differences among people—
like the modular dress styles produced by companies like Gap or Old Navy. Much of
peopl€e' s reasoning for these fedings results from views that popular culture produces far-
reaching effects of Americanization on people and cultures globaly. Popular cultureis

immediately categorized in negetive terms. inappropriate, violent, greedy, suggestive,
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modular, sexud, tempting, encouraging, wrong. It's dangerous because it is ubiquitous
and has become commonplace in our day-to-day lives.

What isit about popular culture that brings about such strong, dichotomous
emotions and views from anyone—from Caroline and me, from critics and fans? Popular
cultureis actudly so vast and vague atopic that to assume any understanding of it,
without breaking it into bits and pieces and describing specific aspects of it, isto assure
some miscommunication about how people useit in ther lives. To be sure, to discuss
popular culture as a generd subject dicits agambit of fedings, including disdain and
disgust, respect and pleasure, concerns about private and public life, and al fedingsin
between.

Cardlineis not donein her thinking that popular culture connotes the world of
adolescent life. People of dl ages experience popular culture through various media—
music, movies, books, the Internet, magazines, televison, and the like. Y oung children
attach themselves to characters such as The Little Mermaid or Winnie-the-Pooh, dressing
up like them, watching shows about them, wanting to buy toothbrushes with these
figurines on the ends of the brush. Adults aren't too different with their interestsin
popular culture, either. They find pleasure in weekly televison shows, getting together in
groups to watch Thursday night “Must See TV,” for example. And if that doesn’'t strike a
note, how about watching Monday Night Football, doing the Hustle, or having a Dorothy
Hamil hairdo?

And though popular culture affects people of al ages, it is most often associated
with adolescents and youth culture. Perhapsit is because popular cultureis apparent in

observable facets of adolescents’ livesthat it is often attributed only to this age group. It



seems that adolescents' uses of popular culture are limitless. They seamlesdy weave
snippets of popular culture into their speech and language. Their interests in popular
culture, which include reading books and magazines, watching teevison and movies,
chatting on and surfing the Internet, and playing sports, inform their thinking and beliefs.
And these interests often become focal points of their conversations. Popular culture is
aso given credit for, and many times blame for, the ways adol escents choose to dress and
behave.

People who do research on literacy and popular culture often use the term literacy
practices to describe the ways that people use popular culture texts—such as books,
movies, the Internet, etc—in their day-to-day lives. Adolescents use these literacy
practicesinvolving popular culture—such as talking, dressing, writing, reeding, viewing,
behaving, and thinking— to develop notions of themselves that others recognize as part
of thelr identities. Adolescent identities that are informed by popular culture are
controversia and suggest to some people the heavy-handed influence that popular culture
has on impressionable youth who will one day be the leaders of our societies. So, when
adolescents congtructions of themsalvesin the ways they dress, act, and read are
connected to popular culture, discussions about education, adolescent literacy, and
adolescents' literacy practices become only ever-more complicated and heated among
adults.

Caroline nailed me, and she was right: | am a prime example of one of those who
has experienced mixed emotions about the uses of popular culturein my own lifeand in
relation to adolescents' lives. I've argued out of both Sdes of my mouth, vacillating

between embracing popular culture as part of my own literacy habits and discrediting any

13
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literacy practices remotely related to what | categorized as popular culture. Though
popular culture has figured prominently in my life, | have been on both sides of the
debate as an adolescent and adult, as a student, teacher, and researcher. Like adolescents
who use popular culture in their day-to-day lives, | am continuoudy confronted with the
ways that popular culture has attempted to shape my identity and with my own my
literacy practices involving popular culture that I’ ve used to construct my own
undergtandings of mysdif.

| can't help but recdl the popular culture that shaped who | saw mysdlf asbeing
and from which | congtructed understanding of mysdlf amost two decades ago in my
teenage years. As a 13-years-old, | made decisons that often involved literacy practices
with popular culture. For example, | thought mysdlf to be an aspiring athlete—not just in
playing but aso in learning from others. | attended loca Centenary College basketball
games a the Gold Dome with my father and brothers, watched with a passion college and
professond basketbadl on television, and tried to emulate the mae players | admired.
(Femde players received little press, and the professond femae NBA had yet to be
consdered for organization.) | studied these men and gathered information about the
sport by reading the popular culture that surrounded their play. | read game programs,
listened to announcers cal players names and numbers, and observed how only the best
players had their numbers retired and hung from the walls or ceilings of basketball
arenas.

| dso vividly remember having to choose a number that was to be printed on the
front and back of the basketbal jersey for the girls team on which | played point guard.

Coach Beneke wrote down the other girls preferences on a clipboard. When it cametime
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for meto cal out the number | wanted, | said that | needed to think about it overnight.
For me, choosing ajersey number was a complicated matter that involved more than just
seecting any number randomly or usng alucky number. | recdl thinking thet it was just
asimportant as choosing a name for confirmation into the Catholic Church! | believed
that the number was important for showing others on the court and in the stands that |
knew more than just how to play the sport. | wanted to be connected to the college and
professiona players| respected. | needed help.

Before | made this decison that | recal as being monumenta in my life | sought
counsd from my older brother who was better versed on accomplished NBA players and
their associated jersey numbers. | greetly respected Michadl’ s opinion, as hewas a high
school basketball player, and | was just ajunior high kid. Playing horse on the basketball
court & my parents house, he took me through the line-up of severd NBA grests—Hqgin
Baylor, aLos Angeles Laker forward, New York Knicks's Dave Debusschere, and Clyde
“The Glide’ Drexler who had just begun his pro career with the Portland Trailblazers.
All of these men were good shooters and excedllent defenders, Michadl guaranteed me. As
well, two of Michad’s own fellow basketball teammates at Jesuit High School aso took
the number 22 to famed glory in their high school basketbd | league. Armed with this
information, | returned to my coach the next day and gptly chose the number 22. Even
though it was never retired, that number ironed onto the jersey under “Carmody” in white
block letters remained my team number throughout junior high and high school.

Aside from popular culture surrounding sports, | was dso quite taken with
Madonna, not only as amusician but also as adancer. | read and used videos, album

covers, and articles involving Madonna to congtruct notions of mysdf. Not long after



Madonna hit the music scene wearing amini on MTV while snging her first song,
“Lucky Star,” miniskirts fast became dl the rage at locdl junior high school dances.
Though miniskirts were quite a different fashion style than any | knew in the mid 80s, |
was less impressed with them than with studying Madonna s dance moves. My
girlfriendsand | sat for hoursin front of MTV, hoping to catch a glimpse of Madonna's
video s0 that we could study her moves and learn to dance like her. | remember thinking
that Madonna was different from other celebrities of the time. One night | sat in bed and
contrasted a picture of Madonnato theillustration of Muffy in The Preppy Handbook,
which had been popular a my junior high the previous yeser.

Asan eighth grader, | also participated in popular culture that was centra to
membership in my peer group. Severd of my friends watched the miniseries“ All the
Rivers Run” on HBO and talked at length about it at school. My parents didn’t pay for
that station at our home, so | missed out on the television drama. | couldn’t add to or be a
part of the conversations with my friends at school until I bought a paperback version of
the story that was displayed in a bookstore at the local mall. | was overjoyed to get the
book, and | spent the entire weekend reading so thet | could join in the discussion at
school the following Monday.

| ds0 routingly watched Dynasty (despite my parents disgpproval) dong with the
rest of my girlfriends on Wednesday nights. Our Thursday cafeteria conversations
primarily covered the antics of Sammy Jo Carrington, played by Heather Locklear. When
our commentary on Sammy Jo's behavior from the previous evening's episode waned,
discusson usudly turned to the latest issue of a fashion magazine that someone brought

to schooal. | wasn't into fashion magazines, so | kept my lack of interest to myself. When
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the other girls began to talk about models and dress designs, | was quick to exit when |
thought no one would notice.
| preferred to talk music: 4-ha, Bon Jovi, David Bowie, Jackson Brown, Culture

Club, The Cure, The GoGos, The Police, Run DMC, The Talking Heads, Squeeze, The

Tubes, and Yaz. | had never seen The Rocky Horror Picture Show; it was an R-rated film.

But Anne, my older sister, owned a bootlegged soundtrack, and | learned some of the
songs as she drove me around town. | kept these lyrical gems handy for sharing if another
person divulged some obscure and origind music tidbit that | didn’t know. This practice
seemed sSmilar to trading basebal cards. Knowledge of band names, abums, song titles,
and new releases served as dtats, and sharing rare or new information was like trading the
best card in one' s collection.

Funny thing is| never sopped being interested in popular culture despite my
entry into adulthood. However, my interests in popular culture became a problem asan
adult when | chose to become a teacher. During my undergraduate studies in teacher
education, | learned to vaue school-based literacy in particular ways, ways that
privileged particular kinds of academic literacy—particular kinds of talking and writing
and particular kinds of print-based texts and award-winning books. Then, during five
years of classroom teaching, | became a critic of popular culture—at least outwardly and
in my identity as ateacher—when working with students. | personaly kept up with the
shifts and changes in Madonnd s re-creation from pop-star to sex goddess to spiritual
feminist, watched Party of Five weekly and MTV daily, and read Spin and RollingStone
magazines, dong with Catholic Digest, from cover-to-cover on the days my issue arrived

inthemail. But | told myself that these practices were less than scholarly, only
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entertainment to be read about or watched while on the Stairmaster at the gym, and
involved mere mindless pleasures only flegtingly relevant to the rest of my professiond
life

| was so concerned that my popular culture interests were unrelated to teaching
and learning that | wouldn't admit to the students | taught that | even kept up with the
current music scene or that | knew the ins and outs of the Salinger family! Instead, like |
imagine the teachers who taught me thought, | began to think that popular culture was for
playtime, for leisure, for fun—not for learning, work, and school. What's more, | learned
to separate pleasure and fun from work and school. Mention of popular culture was
reserved for areas outside of the classroom. | became one of those teachers who espoused
the “first work, then play” motto, thinking that the meeting of the two in school would no
doubt end in some catastrophe!

As a classroom teacher, | was never quite sure what to do with the popular culture
that my students inevitably brought with them to schoal. | redlized that sSudents popular
culture interests yielded a plethora of information about them and about how they used
literacy to inform their thinking about themsalves and others, just as my own popular
culture literacy habits gave others glimpses of me. | listened to my students' talk and
observed how popular culture was woven into their discussons. | formed some cursory
opinions of their popular culture interests and literacy habits that informed my thinking
about their identities. But | never found out from the students | taught how they perceived
popular culture or how they used popular culture in their lives. Without opening up the

conversation with them, | could only work off my own assumptions of what | understood.
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And, at that point in my life, popular culture wastrivid in the dlassroom and unworthy of
academic sudy.

My segmentation of popular culture between private and public lives aswell as
between texts deemed high and low culture pointed to my own understandings of the
identity | thought | should take on as ateacher and particularly as aliteracy teecher. |
thought that my job was to teach my students about al they didn’t know—and popular
culture didn’t seem to fit that category. They seemed to know alot about popular culture!
What's more, the association of popular culture with mindless activity, play, and pleasure
didn’t seem to fit well with the good literacy ingtruction, which | thought should address
hard work and intelectud stimulation. Students' popular culture was summeaxily |eft
outside the classroom. No stories written about Power Rangers, X-Men, Hanson, The

Shaq Attack, American Girl Dolls, Beanie Babies, or Donkey Kong. No renditions of

Playstation or Saga video games or discusson about the Spice Girls. No books read by R.

L. Stine or from the Wt Disney series. No movies shown that had hit theatres around
the United States. When my students protested, | responded quickly, declaring that they
were more imaginative, more intdllectua, and certainly more origind in their thinking
than what popular culture texts presented to them. | reasoned that they received plenty of
exposure to popular culture outside of school, and 7 had other things to teach them. | told
them that they needed bigger chdlengesto their thinking that popular culture couldn’t
provide. At thetime, | believed what | said.

As ateacher who prided myself on good literacy ingtruction, | definitely steered
clear of what | learned to consider commonplace and trivid. | opted instead to highlight

what | thought were educationaly sound texts—those that had merit according to my
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teacherly criteriaand that complied with implicitly sanctioned, school-defined popular
culture (such as seasond units about holidays, book discussions about Newberry Award
winners, School Spirit Weeks, and celebrations of the 100" Day of School). | certainly
tried to hold my students' attention and to engage them by exposing them to new idess,
but | avoided acknowledgement of their popular culture interests in the classroom, though
it was certainly there. | engaged in discussions about my students' popular culture
interests while outsde the four wals of our classroom—on the playground, in the
cafeteria, after school in the bus line—but those interests were curtailed at the doorjamb
to our classroom. Never were they a part of literacy instruction.

My students undeniably learned about school- sanctioned subject matter over
those years. But sometimes | wonder if 7 learned much about them and ther literacy
practices? | tried to segment literacy practices about popular culture from literacy
practicesinvolving high culture, but my students seamlesdy crossed the boundaries |
drew. Sometimes they smuggled their interests into the classroom and camouflaged them
ether by rdating their own interestsin popular culture to some sort of sanctioned
curriculum sudy, which alowed the discussion of one in order to legitimize the other, or
by keeping their popular culture interests under wraps in an intellectua way. The second
tactic was certainly easier for students to control. They couldn’t abide by my quirky and
dumslly set guiddinesthat privileged only my objectives for them. And besides, popular
culture was SO much a part of ther literacy livesthat to ignore it was to ignore my
sudents themsdves. In the clothing they wore, the language they spoke, the writing they
did, the topics they discussed, the books they chose to read during silent reading time, the

school suppliesthey prized—all of these bits and pieces of popular culture illustrated the
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ways they used literacy to construct notions of themsdaves. The insuarity from literacy
practices using popular culture that | tried to maintain didn’t change anything for the
Students.

Fiveyears ago | left classroom teaching to obtain a higher education degreein
literacy education. As| settled into aroutine of being a sudent again, | found dl the
popular culture interests of my life that | once kept separated from my work as ateacher
of literacy began to move around fluidly again. No longer did | fed the need to parse out
my literacy interests—high from popular culture. Actudly | found whole areas devoted to
the study of abroader notion of literacy that included media studies, visud literacies, and
culturd studies. | dso found that scholarly articles had been written about people’ s uses
of popular culturein their lives that addressed their uses of the ostensibly mundane and
that argued the legitimacy of popular culture. | read arguments for and against popular
culture.

Over time, | found that educatorsin other parts of the world such as Audtrdia,
Canada, and England had begun examining how popular culture intersects with literacy.
Popular culture once again seemed to cross boundaries across my in-school and out-of-
schoal lives! But what has perplexed me over these recent years as a student is that
though popular culture has become a legitimate focus in higher education, often the reach
of edited books, journd articles, research reports, or book chapters remains within the
confines of higher education. These writings, which are about popular culture of the
everyday life, seemed to have been written for readers with an affiliation to higher

education.
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This book is my attempt to understand how it is that adolescents use popular
culture as part of their literacy lives to make sense of themsdlves and the world around
them. Based on a sudy of seven adolescents from China, New Zedand, Audtrdia,
Mexico, and the United States living in either Audtrdia or the United States, this book
provides an in-depth examination of the intersection of adolescents, popular culture, and
literacy. | could have written this book using the standard format of academic research:
outlining a problem, conducting aliterature review, describing the methodology,
collecting data, andyzing and interpreting data, and giving implications for further sudy
of the problem or of arelated subject area. Though al of these research components were
employed to guide this study of adolescents' popular culture literacies and constructions
of themsdlves, writing this book in a sandardized academic research genre would argue
againg the overal purpose of doing this study and would undo my attemptsto
acknowledge the working of popular culture across contexts. Rather than continue to
delineate popular culture from high culture or to separate pleasures and enjoyment in
popular culture from academic texts, | would like to show how each impactsthe other in
the writing of this book thet is ble to multiple groups of people both within and
outside of higher education.

From my work with adiverse group of adolescents from dl over theworld, |
share my understanding of adolescents uses of popular culture as part of their literacy
repertoires to congtruct notions of themselves. This book is written for interested adults—
parents, teachers, social workers, principals, researchers, employers—who live and work
with adolescents and who conceive of their time with adolescents (through education,

parenting, socia work, employment of adolescents, etc.) asamix of teaching and



23

learning from the adolescents in their lives. It is dso written for adolescents who
diligently try to teach others about themsalves through uses of popular culture as other,
older people constantly teach them. This book attempts to provide for both adolescents
and adults adifferent viewpoint and perspective on adolescents, their literacy practices
surrounding popular culture, and their uses of popular culture to assemble notions of
themsdlves. The perspectives shared in this book provide dternative jumping-off points
to an ongoing discussion between adults and adolescents about the changing nature of
literacy practicesthat affects both adolescents and adults as they attempt to teach and

learn from the other.



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Popular culture has been studied in all sorts of ways and described in articles, on
television, in books and research reports. In the late 1990s, awave of articles appeared in
Newsweek and Time magazines that featured youth today. Dubbed Millennids, Tweens,
and the Nintendo Generation, among other things, young adolescents (those between the
ages of 10 and 14) were characterized in relaion to the recent technological revolution
where kids had access to al sorts of computer technologies and media. Because of their
access, young adolescents’ interests in new media equated to new forms of popular
culture,

On the heds of this media publicity, alarge-scale study was published on
teenagers uses of mediajust before the turn into the 21% century. This study, Kids &
Media @ the New Millennium, reported that U.S. youth between the ages of 8 and 13
choose to spend an average of six-and-a-hdf hours a day using media-related activities
outside of school. The breakdown showed that on a daily basis young adolescents watch
alittle over four hours of televison and movies, pend an hour playing video games and
using computers, read print media (newspapers, magazines, books) for dmost an hour,
and listen to alittle over an hour of music.

Thistrend for adolescents to engage with and enjoy popular media, and
ultimately popular culture, extends beyond the United States. In other countries such as

Audtrdlia, too, adolescents uses of popular culture are on the rise. Many adolescents now
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have more accessto dl sorts of texts—movies, video games, television, home computers,
the Internet, and personad communication tools such as email, cel phones, and ingant
chat devices (ICQ, MSN Messenger, etc.)—than ever before. To get dong in today’s
world, it makes sense that youngsters work with, read, and use dl kinds of texts, being
able to manipulate the texts for their own purposes as well asto employ textsin ways that
others have determined for them.

How isit that popular culture gets sidled up with adolescents, and what happens
when it is commonly believed that adolescents popular culture interests dominate their
lives? Thisbdlief that popular culture and adolescents must be spoken in the same breeth
abounds. It is not uncommon for people to assume that popular cultureis al
encompassing in adolescents’ lives, that they live for, breathe, and emulate popular
culture in order to be apart of some peer group. It seemsthat in many contexts—in
advertisng, on televison, in magazines, on the radio, in research projects and reports—
popular culture permeates adolescence, and the duo are aforce to be reckoned with
because of the strong influence that popular culture seemingly has on adolescents
behavior, lifestyles, and actions. For some people, popular culture is a mindless consumer
culture that adolescents partake in just because it is made available to them. However, as
seven adolescents showed me, adolescents see their relationships with popular culture
differently from this assumption that they are acted upon and become victimsto alife
inundated with Sgns, images, and messages implicitly or explicitly propagated within
their popular culture interests. Actualy, enormous gaps and discrepancies exist between

how others identify adolescents as particular kinds of people with particular popular
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culture interests and how adolescents perceive themsalves as users of what they deem
popular culture.

| used to think 1 knew what popular culture was. But, then again, | used to think |
understood adolescents and what they were are dl about, too, and how and for what
purposes they use popular culture in their lives. As a thirty-something European
American woman, | assumed that | knew alot about adolescents. Like many adults, my
assumptions were based upon my age, practica experiences, and readings about the life
period of adolescence. By this | mean that I’ ve experienced the period of time known as
adolescence, and as an adult I" ve worked with adolescents and read alot about them and
popular culture.

These assumptions about adolescents, their literacy lives, and popular culture
shifted and changed when | hung out with, became friends with, and studied how seven,
12- and 13-year-olds use popular culture in their own lives. It was only after | spent
gpproximately 8 tol12 hours a day during two, 10-week periodsin Audrdia and the
United States with teenagers, listening to their conversations with pals, going to school
with them, emailing them dally, chatting with them through notes and online, observing
how they actualy define and use popular culture in their lives both in- and out-of-school,
and interviewing them, their parents, and their teachersthat | began to rethink what
adolescents do with popular culture as part of their literacy lives. A diverse bunch of
adolescents—Amanda, Tee, L’il J, Rosa, Tommy, Timony, and A (self-chosen
pseudonyms)— al of whom are quite different from myself either by age, culture, race,

religious affiliation, class, and/or gender, have been good teachers. They ingtructed me



over and over again and pushed meto learn that what | thought | knew about adolescents,
their literacies, and popular culture isn't what | now know.

The Grade 8 school day ends at Kehara State High School in Southeastern
Queendand, Australia, and the after-school activities gear up in the Brishane area. | St on
Tee' s bed, the bottom bunk in the bedroom she shares with her older Sster Rachel. She
hurriedly changes out of her pine green school uniform skirt and matching school shirt
and into apair of tan, corduroy ¥length pants that she made in sawing class and anew
light blue, deevelesst-shirt she recently bought &t the trendy store in the mal that reads
“Angd” in white letters across the chest. While waiting, | pull my notebook and a
mechanica pencil out of my black backpack, and Tee tels me that she was thefirg girl
in her class to want to make ¥dength pants, though the assgnment was to make shorts.
“All the other girls copied me,” she sad.

We go to the lounge room, where she says she likes to unwind. Flipping on the
gereo and rifling through her small but growing CD collection, she finds the Mary, Mary
CD that the youth director of her church recently bought for her because he knows that
she lovesto listen to music and to dance. She flips through the tracks of their newest
abum, Thankful, and ligensintently to the first couple of measures of each song. She
returns to the song “ Shackles’” and spends the next hour choreographing a new dance as|
gt on the floor with my back againgt the white sofa that faces the television cabinet. She
worries that the sequence of dance movesis probably too difficult and intricete to teach
to the other girlsin her dance class a school. She decides that she'll keep this one for

hersdif.
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When shefinishes, we stop in the kitchen for aglass of Milo before heading to
her bedroom. She picks up her copy of Lockie Leonard, Scumbuster, which ison her
bedside table under her new teen devotiond bible, and spends the next 20 minutes
dlently reading a chapter for homework. | St across from her and jot some notes from the
day. Her mom cdlsfor her to get going, and she leavesto go to the Kehara Baptist
Church where Tee coaches ateam of 8-year-old netbal players. It'samost 7:00 P.M.,
and | head back to my gpartment to write.

On another day, | attend classes with Tommy. He and | talk alot about
differences in cultures—between U.S. and Australian cultures, and between Audtrdian
and Asan cultures. Tommy stays after class to discuss kanji stroke formation with his
Japanese teacher, and then we go to band practice where he plays the trumpet. His mom
picks us up after practice, and she takes usto their Old Queendander-style house, just a
few minutes away from the school. We drop my backpack and his black “No Fear”
satchel next to one of the legs of the computer desk. As he boots up his computer, hetells
me about opportunities to go to Japan next year as an exchange student through schoal.
When the Windows picture comes onto the screen, he turns his attention to his keyboard
and does a quick search on the Internet for some information on Audrdia s hogting of the
Olympicsfor the theory section of an HPE (Health and Physical Education) class
assgnment. Then, he downloads three pages to a disk: two on the 2000 Olympicsto be
held in Sydney and one on the 1956 Olympics hosted in Melbourne. He reads them
quickly, and then puts the disk into his satchel to take to school the next day.

Tommy spends the next hour sketching a penciled picture of Goku by hand, one

of the Dragonball Z (DBZ) characters. He pulls up several DBZ websites and toggles



between them to study other drawings of Goku as he improves his own. He notices that
severd Sites have added new information since yesterday. When he finishes his drawing,
he writes a cgption in kanji. He thought he' d have time to scan the drawing into his
computer for awebsite heis creating on Japanese animé. He redly wantsto get hisste
up and running. He checks his watch and tells me that he/ stired, and he’ syet to have tea
He reasons that he'll wait until tomorrow to scan and upload the jpeg drawing. We head
upstairs. Tommy serves us each a glass of milk and some gpple crumb cake that he made
in Home Economics class. Pretty good, | tel him. He disagrees, saying, “Ah no. It'stoo
dry. I think it should be caled apple crumble!”

The gtairsleading up to A’s family’ s four-room gpartment are lined with his
athletic gear: abasketbal, an Audtrdian footbdl, a soccer bal, two pair of joggers, and a
cricket bat and ball. After having awarm orange cordid and adeeve of chicken flavored
rice biscuits for afternoon tea, A pulls up his oreadsheet he began in Excel and
completes his science project while chatting online through IM with virtua friends. Heis
focused on the tasks at hand and seemsto forget that | am gitting beside him as he works
on hislaptop. He is supposed to use graph paper and a pencil for the assgnment, but he
finds Exce more efficient and interesting. And besides, he reasons when | ask, by doing
his assgnment on the computer, he can practice English conversationa skills and writing
as he chats. A asksif | think that Tommy, who is A’s best friend at school, will dso make
a gpreadsheet instead of using graph paper for the class assgnment. Because Tommy aso
likes computers and because he and A are competitive, | think that Tommy will dso
make a gpreadshest, but | shrug my shoulders, not wanting to speculate about how

Tommy will complete the homework. A decides not to worry about Tommy, and shuts
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down hislaptop. Rummeaging through a pile of sci-fi books, theL, M, S, and W volumes
of aseries of encyclopedias, amanua for spesking English, and severd newspapers
written in Chinese on his desk, he finds a workbook, opens it to a marked page, and reads
aoud twice in Chinese a 400 word passage he must memorize for Saturday Chinese
Schoal. | can't understand anything he's saying, and he tells me that the passage is about
agrandfather taking his grandson fishing. He says, “Because | am a Chinese boy, | have
to do lots of home work to make me do redly well in school so that | can get agood job.”
He then recites the paragraph severd times as we walk his ddlivery route, distributing the
weekly neighborhood newspaper.

Amanda stares out the open window during her forty-five minute bus ride home
from Kehara. She lets out adeep sigh. It's 33° Celsius, and her red hair has turned a
maroon, almost brown, hue near her temples where she' s swesting. | St quietly next to
her until she speaks and carefully orders her afternoon activities. First, she'll have some
Tim Tams and agass of Milo for tea. Then, she'll head next door and seeif Cory wants
to continue the dud play of Tomb Raider 11 on the Playstation that they began earlier in
the week. Next, she/ll watch Seinfeld, The Nanny, and Charmed with her mom and
younger sister during dinner. After a shower, she'll read a chapter of her Babysitters
Club book and drift off to degp with B105 playing in the background on her stereo.
While she ticks off the events of her afternoon, | write these items down in my notepad.
She leans over my shoulder and double checks what I ve written. In her organization of
the afternoon events, she redizesthat it's the end of the month, and roughly caculates

the number of minutes her mum might have left over on her Internet account. She thinks
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shell ask if she can go online tonight before her shower to seeif her cousin that livesin
Sydney is online so they can chat.

Each of my reationships with these adolescents living in Audtrdia was different,
and the adolescents approached their uses of popular culture and their rdationships with
me differently. Though we dl spoke English, my U.S,, Louisana-tinged Southern accent
most apparently and outwardly differed from their accents, and each of their accents was
aso affected by their culturd surroundings. Being an immigrant to Audtrdia from China,
A had only begun to spesk Englishin the last four years and was bilingua in Chinese and
English, whereas Tee immigrated to Audtraliafrom New Zedland when she was 5-years-
old. | couldn’t digtinguish her Kiwi English accent from an Austrdian accent. Amanda
and Tommy were both born and raised in Augtraia, and both were interested in Japanese
dudies, of which I knew nothing.

But | differed from these adolescents in other less aurdly noticeable ways too,
such as by class or religious persuasions. But rather than perceive these differences as
hindrances, | thought of them as ways to assst my developing understandings of their
uses of popular culture. Indeed, my interactions with Tommy, Amanda, A, and Tee
highlighted the differences between and among us and forced me to focus on our
different perceptions of their uses of popular culture.

My Southern accent didn’t seem to even register with Simon Fair Timony, Rosa,
and L’il J—the three, 12- and 13-year-old adolescents living in the southeastern United
States who agreed to be part of this study. Even though Rosawas bilingua in Spanish
and English, her English pronunciations were smilar to my own. Y et differences between

us continuoudy forced me to rethink my assumptions about adolescents, literacies, and



popular culture. Though these adolescents knew I'd returned from agtint in Audtrdia,
they had no knowledge of or contact with the adolescents who befriended mein
Audrdia Astheteensin Audrdiaended their days and readied themsalves for bed
hafway across the globe, the kids in the United States were just beginning that same day,
preparing to head to their eighth-grade classes at Hancock Middle School.

At 7:15 A.M., Rosawaits with her brother Mario at the bus stop and jumps up and
down, flapping her arms to keep warm. The deeves on her grey synchillajacket are too
long, and when she waves her arms about, Mario tells her shelookslike abird. She
seemsto ignore him, but the moment the yelow school bus turns left up her street she
immediately stops moving around. Sheturns off Revelation, thenew 98° CD that is
playing on her Discman, and dipsit into her black backpack before she steps on the bus,
and | follow her. She gives anod to the bus driver and then stops short to scan the
passengers for her friend. She yellsin Spanish for her pa to save her a seet. Plopping
hersdf into the sest near the back of the bus and next to Viviana, Rosa hands over the
backpack and CD player and keeps a watchful eye on the bus driver so Vivianacan lisen
covertly to the newly purchased abum. | sit behind them, and the seat next to me remains
empty until we arrive at Hancock. Rosa opens a notebook and writes a note to another
girlfriend that she won't see until lunch. | watch over her shoulder as she switches
between English and Spanish as she writesin neat cursive letters. She folds the note into
an intricate star shape. Then, she takes an orange glitter pen that she keeps attached to
one of the straps of her tiny black backpack and draw a smiley face at one of the points.
She puts the note in her jacket pocket and turns around to ask me to remind her to passit

off to her friend between second and third period.
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On another day, Smon Fair Timony (ak.a. Timony and SFT) flags me down as |
make my way through groups of eighth graders hanging out in the breezeway before the
firg bell rings. Timony and Danté are sitting in their usud spot—on the black metal
handrall of the stairway outside the band room. | walk over to meet them. He picks up his
bright yellow canvas backpack on which he has drawn asign in blue ink that reads

>
next to “NIRVANA RoCkS’ written in green ink and shoves hisfriend’s copy of Left
Behind into an enormous hip pocket on his INCOs jeans. The two boys jump off the
railling, and the three of us meander around outside the building. We head toward the
front of school where few students hang out, and Timony recounts his *incredibly
frugtrating” morning. Danté and | ligten, and | take notes on asmal pam-sized pad of
paper. Timony explained that he completed his math homework in the car while telling
his father about six email inquiries he received that morning from other webmasters who
read the posting on Timony’ s home page and want to affiliate with his Dragonball Z
webste. He tells us that he gave a hasty explanation to his father’ s questions about what
afiligion isdl about and why it is so important that Timony received the emailsin the
fird place.

Later that week, | lean on the doorjamb of L’il J s bedroom as she dances around
and readies herself for school. She grabs from atop her bureau a pair of large silver hoop
earrings that she borrowed from her auntie two weeks ago, dides 15 dender, slver,
bangle bracelets onto her left wrist, and picks up her language arts anthology from a
chair. She searches around the room and locates two lyric sheets she' Il need for church

choir practice after school. Limp Bizkit’s video verson of “My Generation” playson



Channel 99 on her 18-inch T.V. as she puts on a pair of black chunky-heeled boots. She
glances up a me and says, “L’il M, | know you like that song. That is my song now!”
After Fred Durg finishes Snging, she flips off the music video channe using arenote
control. She then completes her morning ritud: blows akissto alarge poster of Ja Rule
that hangs over her bed, puts her school id around her neck, checks her purse for house
keys, gel pens, makeup, and perfumed lotion, and then dams her bedroom door. Her
bracdets jingle as she makes amad dash for the bus stop. Though I’ ve offered her aride
this morning, she tells me that she needs to take the bus so she can get the 411 on what's
happened since she last saw her friends on the way home from school the day before. |
get into my car, quickly jot some notes, and then meet up with her on campus.

Once a school, we head to the gym. L’il J pulls her eighth grade pass out of her
literature book and flashes it to a teacher &t the door for admittance. Shetdlsmeto
follow her. We walk the length of the basketbal court where L'il Jfinds her girlfriends
congregated on the highest two risers of the bleachers. She clomps up the bleachersin her
boots, her bell-bottom jeans swishing and her bangle bracdets clinking. She makes a spot
for hersdlf in the middle of the group, sits down, and tells me to Sit next to her. A couple
of girls scoot to their left to make room for me. She spends the next 15 minutes
discussing the premiere of the Nelly video, “E-1,” which aired on MTV the night before,
and critiquing her friends clothing. From her perch atop the bleachers, she keepsaclose
eye on agroup of boyswho are playing basketball. She both cheers for and jeers at them.

—
Aswith my time spent with the teens in Audrdia, the teensin the United States

became accustomed to my presencein their daily lives and to my notebook, my micro
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hand-held tape recorder, and my constant questions. In both Australia and the United
States, the adolescents reacted differently about my interest in ther lives. While some of
them were immediady interested in being “shadowed,” others were initidly reserved
about their participation in the study and needed to work through some issues before
sgning up. As Teetried to figure out how my presence would affect her, she asked,
“You'll belike our best friend?” “Yeah, kind of,” | responded, “But sometimes you can
pretend like | am not there.” “Oh,” Tee said, “So you'll be like atag-a-long.” That
seemed to fit so | agreed with her, and she acquired her parental consent the following
day. Likewise L’il Jimmediately decided to be apart of the study. She reasoned that she
had alot of work to do, teaching me al about being 13-years-old. First she told me to
make afist. When | did, she made afigt too, and then hit her fist on top of mine. She said,
“Okay, your turn.” | took my fist and hit it on top of hers. She nodded her head and said,
“Now, you know our handshake, and you're strait.” But then, she looked me up and
down and noted that | needed to “get dtrait” about my attire if | was going to hang out
with her.

A few of the teens needed to test me first, seeing if the relationship between us
would work. For instance, Timony was interested in the project, but he required atria
period before agreeing to my prolonged presence in hislife. After a couple of days of
going to classes with him at school, he approached me and said, “Y eah, I've been
thinking. It's kinda cool and weird to think that an adult wants to know what it'slike to
be 13. Butit'sfun, so I'll doit.” Amanda and Rosa were both interested in the project,
but unlike the concerns that Timony had, they needed to get gpprova from their peers

before sgning on. They wanted to see how ther friends would react to my inclusonin



their friendship group, especidly asit affected their socidizing together during lunch and
between classes a school. As Rosaexplained, “I am loya to my friendsfirst, and if they
didn’t think it was a good idea for you to hang around us, then | wouldn't have signed up
[for this study]. Once they said it was okay, | asked my mom. She didn’t redly want me
to do it because she doesn’t spesk English, so | asked my dad. He said it was okay, so he
sgned theform.” Amandatold me that she was redlly interested in “hdping me with my
research,” but she wanted to “clear thingsfirst” with her friends. After talking things over
with them, Amanda reported back to me saying, “1 an glad | got picked. My friends said
that it would be a good opportunity for someone like me. I'm not redly in the popular
crowd much.” | asked L’il Jwhat her friends thought about her participation in the study.
Sherolled her eyes and looked & me asif | were crazy. Somewhat with exasperation in
her voice, shereplied, “I don't care what they say! It ain’t none of their busnesswhét |
do anyway!” Tommy signed up without reserve, and A needed my assurance that he
could “represent an Australian adolescent” before he agreed to participate.

Though some of the teens asked for thair friends' permisson before asking their
parents, dl of them, once they felt comfortable with me, till had to reassure their friends
at school that | wasn't athreat to their peer group. It seemed weird to most of the
teenagers that an adult wanted to hang out with them. They wanted to know if | wasa
teacher, a parent, a student teacher, or a psychologist. Often reassurances resulted from
one of the adolescents telling the other kids who inquired about my presence about whét |
was not. Tee explained to her friends, “Don’'t worry. She's not ateacher. She'slike my
shadow, but she'stal.” L’il Joften justified my presence to others, not only by

explaining that | was not ateacher, a parent, or a mentor, but aso by trying to show her



pals how | wasin someway like them. “Her name' s Margaret,” she told her group of
friends, “but cdl her L’il M. She'scool. Werock in her car. Y esterday we listened to
Outkast, and she lisens to 95.5 and B103 [both radio stations popular with her friends at
the middle schoal]. Y ou know, we hang. | tdl her stuff, and she listens.” Timony often
kidded about my presence with hisfriends. Jay asked, “Is that the woman who is staking
you?' Timony and | both laughed. Timony said, “Yeah, | guess you could say that. But
she'scool. | mean, she doesn't care if we cuss and stuff. She just wantsto seewhat it's
liketo beme!” “So, are you apsychologist? Jay wanted to know. “Nah, | dready have
one of those,” Timony answered for me. “ She' s like a college kid doing some research,
and | am like her guineapig.” | laughed, and Jay seemed satisfied with Timony’s
response. Amanda explained to her friends, “I don't think of Margaret as alecturer or a
teacher, but agood friend.” A told hisfriends that | was “the American woman” and
Tommy explained to them that | wasn't an exchange student a Kehara

These adolescents and their friends, their parents, and teachersand | dl had to
become familiar and comfortable with each other’ s presence. And though | had lived in
the same country with the teens in the United States, they—like the teensin Augtrdia—
differed from me. Indeed, | was nearly twenty-years-older than dl the adolescents. Rosa
had immigrated to the United States from Mexico when she was five-years-old, and was
hilingua in Spanish and English. L’il Jwas African American, and Timony, a European
American boy. Though | shared some smilar interests with these teenagers (such as
Rosa sinvolvement with Catholicism, Timony’s use of computers, and L’il J sfetish for
contemporary music), these teens were different from me, and it was through my

exploration of those perceived differences between us and their uses of popular culture
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that | came to question my own assumptions about adolescents and their uses of popular
culture.
Who Are You Anyway and What is it That You Do With Those Texts?

If adolescents and their popular culture interests are so different, then why do so
many assumptions abound about them? In many ways, the process of naming youth as
adolescents and naming certain texts as popular culture both aids and worsens how
assumptions about adolescents uses of popular culture are perpetuated. The process of
naming thingsis atricky one indeed. Categorization and classification are sysems
ingrained into dally living. Rardly does anything get past a process of naming, for the
process of naming something and categorizing it makes life more efficient. So, people are
categorized by age, race, nationdity, body type, education, religious affiliation, ethnicity,
bodies of land, socio-economic class, ability, gender, and even family name. Musc,
books, movies, video games, and magazines are categorized by genres, each genre with
its own criteriafor incluson. Places are classified and named for the purposes they serve:
the mdll, the park, the school, the playground, the athletic fields, the library.

People can't do without the process of naming things and associating those things
named with particular people, contexts, or activities. Take mysdf asan example. | have
been categorized and named in particular ways, ways that have been congtructed
societaly over time, and accepted by the communitiesin which | live. | have taken up
those categories as part of who | am. Categoriesin my life include woman, femae, adullt,
European American (of Irish descent), graduate student, Roman Catholic, thirty-

something, able-bodied, Southerner, and middle class. Because of the structures set in
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place and accepted in the society where| live, | am categorized accordingly and defined
in particular ways. In other words, because | am awoman, | am not amale or aman. As
an adult, | am not a child or an adolescent. Because | am of Irish descent on both sides of
my family, | am not of Middle Eastern or Asan descent. Because | am till a student, |
am not a professor. As a Roman Catholic, | am not a Baptist. Being thirty-something-
keeps me from being in my twenties or forties. Categories attempt to name us and to
make us into particular people and not into other people.

Naming and defining something, whether it isabook, aperson, or an aide at a
grocery store is a powerful means of producing meaning and uses and for organizing
what would otherwise be unnamed chaos in our lives. So, in some ways, categories are
useful because they serve specific purposes. Categories order the world so that it seemsto
make sense, and people use categories to fit other people, ideas, fedings, places, subject
matter, and the like into particular, defined structures. Everyone congtantly defines
everyone ese. These definitions produce fedings of stability, of known ground, of
boundedness based upon distinctions made between items that belong to the category and
have certain characterigtics and that which doesn't fit the category because it doesn’t
possess the same criteriafor incluson. | am, for indance, an adult—neither achild nor an
adolescent, when these categories are determined by age distinctions.

When | began to hang out with 12- and 13-year-olds, it seemed odd to adults and
to some adolescents, too, because | had broached a category defined by age. | had to push
againg the categories that named me as a particular person, and often it was through my
uses of popular culture that 1 could cross boundaries. So, for example, in an e-mall

discussion with Timony, we taked about musc interests among other topics of his
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choosing. | told him thet | dso listened to Nirvana, Soul Asylum, Lenny Kravitz, and the
Red Hot Chili Peppers, and he sent back a response promptly, saying, “I didn't think you
listened to that kind of stuff, but, your only in college. It's not like you only listen to the
Allman brothers or anything.” It was in connecting the popular culture from my own life
to that of the adolescentsthat | could name mysalf and be recognized as someone other
than an adult. During my gtint with these seven kids, | had to blur the boundedness
between the category of adult hanging out with adult friends and adolescents hanging out
with adolescent friends. Furthermore, | had to continuoudy explain to aduts and
adolescents dlike that | was not a mentor, ateacher, a parent, a doctor, or a school
adminigtrator. It seemed odd for many people that 1—as an adult who was neither teacher
nor student—solely wanted to hang out with adolescents on their own termsin order to
learn from them and about them.

Pacing items within a category and classfying the items as possessing particular
characterigtics and excduding others smplifieslife for those doing the categorizing.
Categories order the world and highlight shared qudities and differences. Adolescence,
popular culture, and literacy are examples of categories that have been congtructed to
contain certain attributes that define each of these categories in ways that stabilize their
meaning and make them recognizable as particular categories that include some
characteristics and that exclude others.

Where did the Category Adolescence Come From?'
Higtorically, adolescence as acategory didn’t exist until the 1880s when it

became societally constructed as a particuar life stage due to a matter of economic

! See pages 214-217 for further discussion of the creation of the term adolescence and adol escents
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necessity. Until that time, people between the ages of 12 and 18 were often aready
workers (Iaborers, farmers, gpprentices, etc.), and if they weren’t workers they were ill
attending some sort of forma schooling because they came from families that could
afford them those opportunities. However, the Industria Revolution produced a need for
more skilled workers who were adept at new skills. So, those peopl e between the ages of
12 and 18 became a category called adolescence. Adolescence became a stage
sandwiched between young children who were learning basic skills and adults who were
competently a part of the work force. During this time, adolescence as a category
sgnaed that those in this age period were not yet adults—not yet of an age to be
considered competent. This stage of life first became apparent as a category when schools
were set up to accommodate this age group. To keep adolescents out of the job market
and from competing for employment with adults, it became necessary to aso characterize
thislife age as incomplete and incompetent. Adding biological factors to this category
of adolescence furthered its determined and bounded categorization.

Biologica factors further solidified the characterization of adolescence. Not only
did age play arolein thislife stage, but age was a0 attached to incompetence and to the
thinking that adolescents weren't as knowledgesble as adults. Furthermore, adolescence
became described as abiologically driven category. By characterizing adolescence as a
period of crigs and turmoil, adolescents could be further distinguished from childhood
and adulthood. In order to grow into competence, adolescents, who were aso
characterized as out of control and without direction due to the hormonal changes, needed
to learn to control themsdves by overcoming bodily urges with amind over matter

mentdlity.
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In sum, thisis how the category of adolescence became known as a particuler life
stage. This created category was built upon the determined factors that this age period
was incompetent (as opposed to adults competencies), biologicdly driven (unlike
adults), out-of-control and irrational because of the changes in the body, and in need of
discipline and education. These factors ensured that people between the ages of 12 and 18
became adolescents (an identity within the structure of adolescence) who were not seen
suitable to work in jobs that needed the attention of a proper adult. Adolescents, being
incompetent, therefore, needed further schooling to learn how to control themsalves and
their bodies through rigorous mental exercises and training. Rether than join the forces of
workers and laborers, adolescence as aperiod of life made it possble and mandatory for
those defined by age as adolescents to continue in formalized education.

How'’s Popular Culture Involved With Adolescence?’

Asthe Indudtrid Revolution affected many parts of the world, adolescents, in
Australia and the United States, were made to spend more time in school in order to
better prepare them for work in the later years. In both places, the inception of
adolescence brought about aformalized education that consisted of reading and writing
that was heavily influenced by English culture, which congsted of high culture as
opposed to popular culture. Thisisdl to say that popular culture, which was common
and pleasurable to the masses and to the common people, was excluded from formal
education. The need for formalized education to instruct adolescents in proper growth
and discipline didn’t include popular culture that was associated with pleasures and

mindless drivd.

2 See pages 239-254 for further discussion of the relation between popular culture and adolescents
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To this day, assumptions about the workings of popular culture loom large cross
continentally in Austrdia and the United States. In both countries, popular culture has
long been considered the dregs that society offers. Associated with low culture (as
opposed to high culture), popular culture is commonly assumed to be a mass-produced
form of entertainment relating to leisure activities (not to difficult thinking), to mindless
pleasures (not to work), to uses of the body (not of the mind), and to the modularization
(not to origindity) of youth culture. In many ways, popular culture is thought to
proliferate the passive acceptance of transparent, predictable, and stereotypica identities
proffered in texts that adolescents like. And because the category of adolescence
produces identities for adolescents that view them as incompetent and biologically
driven, adults (parents, teachers, caregivers) often worry that popular culture has a
strong-hold on adolescents’ beliefs, attitudes, and behavior that ultimately inhibits their
intellectud growth.

Onething isfor certain: having hung out with teenagersin Audrdia and the
United States, | redlize that popular culture is much broader than its common definition—
a product produced for mass distribution that is fashionable among many people. But
popular culture has become so ubiquitous among adults, producers, and marketers it
seems that everyone knows or should know and understand what popular cultureis. Not
s0. Popular culture isn't necessarily aterm that teenagers know or use on aregular basis.

When | first discussed popular culture with Amanda, she asked, “Oh, you mean
like what's considered popular within like our culture, like in Audrdia—Iike didgeridoos
and kangaroos and koaas and stuff like that?” Tommy responded, “Yesh, | just think

about popular, but | don't get the culture part. | just think of popular culture and | think of
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something that | enjoy doing,” and A explained that he thought popular culture “isaway
to communicate and make friends with other people.” L’il Jtrandated the term popular
culture into her own words, saying that popular cultureis “what’stight,” and Rosa agreed
with that description, but then added that “popular isjust having your own little style, like
not trying to be like some other person.” Timony scrunched up hisface when | told him
that | wanted to learn about popular culture in hislife. He said that he didn’ t know what
that was, and | explained some people describe popular culture as something that
adolescents his age like. He shrugged his shoulders and quipped that “people just fed
they have to like go with whatever like is popular at that point in time, and they just do
whatever other people are doing. But | don’t do that.” He went on to say that he didn’t
have anything to do with popular culture and stuff like that though he could “spot popular
cultureamile away.” Tee, on the other hand, noted that she could show me how to use
popular culture because she, in fact, was popular.

As part of this study, the adolescents were each given Polaroid cameras and
ingtant film and asked to document their own uses and definitions of popular culturein
their lives. Their photographs showed an array of definitions and uses of popular culture.
Pictures ranged from technological equipment (televisons, stereos, cds, computer's,
playgation games, musicd ingruments, and the Internet), to socid Stuations (friends,
fashion, parties, sports), to family (sblings and mothers—as Timony said, “because
everyone loves their mama, and if that's not popular culture then | don’t know what in
the world id”) and family-shared interests (having rdligious afiliations, going on family

vacations, hosting exchange students, and attending Saturday school.) For Timony and



Amanda, but not for others, popular culture aso included books—reading print-based
texts.

According to dl of these adolescents own uses and definitions, popular culture
might include what is trendy and cool at a particular moment, such as grunge music or a
particular style of clothing. All of them could describe what would be considered popular
culture within their schools generdly. But, as | learned from them, popular culture always
included whét the individua consderstrendy. As Tommy explained, “when | think about
it, itissort of like thingsthat | like to do and that sort of stuff becauseit’s popular for
me...But | can’t redly think of what everyone likes because not everyone likes to do
everything the same.” Tee echoed Tommy’s statement. When discussing something that
she didn’t consider popular culture, she'd qualify her statements. “ Reading books is not
popular culture for me because | don't do it often, and | don't redly like it. But for some
people it would be.” Sometimes popular culture of alarger context such as school and of
an individud’ s own interests match up, and sometimes they don’t. What some groups
consder trendy isn't necessarily trendy to other groups or individuds, and dl of the
adolescents stated as much.

But, whether trendy or cooal to the group or to the individua, these adolescents all
agreed by ther definitions and uses that popular culture connoted pleasure—pleasures
formed from anindividud’ s choice. Amanda summed it up well: “Popular culture hasto
come from the sdif in order for it to be popular culture. If popular culture is mandated,
like the law, or if someone thinks that everyone mugt like something or do something,
then people don't have a choice, and it’s not popular culture.” In short, popular culture

involved individua decison making to determine which texts were of interest and useto
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adolescents as individuas. According to these seven, something was only deemed
popular cultureif it was pleasurable and fun, but aso interesting and gppropriatey
chdlenging. Boring, monotonous, out-grown, or too chalenging texts lose designation as
popular culture.

Assumptions about the category adolescence and those marked as adolescents
often work in tandem with assumptions about the category popular culture. The category
of adolescence positions youth by age that marks them as usually smarter, more
experienced, and more independent than children, yet not-as-smart-as and still dependent
upon adults. In this betweenness, adolescents are often afforded more freedoms and
privileges reated to popular culture than children but are not granted the freedom and
privileges of adults. So, for example, adolescents attend movies with a broader range of
rating (i.e., G, PG, PG-13, M) than children, but adolescents cannot legdly attend a
movie with an R rating at a thegatre. Or, adolescents are granted some filtered admittance
to the Internet a school, but they do not have the full Internet access their teachers do.

Furthermore, negative perceptions of popular culture often intersect with those of
the betweenness state of adolescence as a period of indecision. Critics of adolescents
affinity for popular culture atribute socid decline and decay to adolescents pleasurein
leisure activities and to what they congder passive engagement with popular culture
texts. News stories regularly portray negative aspects of society (e.g., violence, drugs,
acohol) and socid ills (eg., rebellious behavior, teen suicide, teen sex) in relation to

adolescents and to their interest in popular culture.



Where Do/es Literacy/cies Fit In with All of This?

Literacy has been traditionaly thought of as soldly the ability to read and to write
printed text. Literacy, used both in-school and out- of-school, for many adolescents like
these seven living in Audraia and the United States involves the uses of awide range of
media and popular culture. When placed in abigger picture of everyday life, literacy isa
plurd term. Adolescents read, write, listen, speak, act, and view textsin more than a
sngular way and with more than just one kind of text, and al of these practices comprise
the literacies of their lives. Literacies are what adolescents use to connect and to
communicate with one another and with the rest of the world. In this sense, literacy is not
only the ability to read abook or to write an essay. Literacies dso include uses of
contemporary popular culture seamlesdy intertwined with media. So, literacies and
literacy practices abound everywhere—through textbooks, in conversations, on websites,
in socid gatherings, over radio waves and cable lines, in composing and reading notes
and emailsin different languages, usng body gestures, clothing, and nonverbd actions,
in drawing and design, when watching televison or reading novels, magazines,
newspapers, and the like.

In both Australia and the United States, adolescents use an array of literaciesto
learn about the structures of the world, to categorize others and themselves, and to figure
out who they have been taught that they should be. At the same time, adolescents dso use
literaciesin intricate and complex ways to question those structures that order the world
and to push againg the categories that have determined who they and others are supposed
to be. In other words, adolescents also use literacies to undo the structuresin order to

form new categories, new structures, and news ways of being.
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Adolescents' literacies certainly include reading, writing, and making meaning
from print-based texts. Their literacies encompass an array of activities such as Tommy’'s
attention to proper brush strokes for kanji formation, Tee' s reading of chapter from a
novel for homework, Timony's signs scrawled onto his backpack, or Rosa swriting on
the bus. But literacies involving popular culture gppeal to more than just gaining meaning
from them. Actudly, literacies are significant to adolescents persond lives—to their
own and to others understandings of them as particular literacy users. In other words,
adolescents uses of literacies are more bounteous than prescribed ways of reading and
writing. Kanji strokes, handwritten signs on a backpack, discussions of Japanese animé,
note compositions, and the folding of those notes, are dl illustrations of a more complex
picture of how adolescentsincorporate popular culture literacies in their everyday livesin
order to be a particular kind of person and/or to challenge assumptions about being a
particular kind of person so as to communicate something different about themsalvesto
others.

Adolescents' literacy practices, therefore, are not just passively performed to gain
information from text. Instead, adolescents such as Tee, Tommy, A, Amanda, Rosa,
Timony, and L’il Juse popular culture literaciesin socidly and culturaly specific ways
that include the melding of both mind and body in order to be acknowledged as particular
people rather than as other people; to gain access, privileges, and recognition; to teach
and to learn; to engage in work and pleasure; and to form alegiances and friendships and
to exclude those who don't fit the definition of the category. In this way, adolescents
literacies involving popular culture more specificaly are socid and culturd practices that

shift and change depending upon their needs and uses of the literacies in context specific



Stuations. Popular culture literacies are what adolescents use to identify with categories
that name them and to push againgt categories that have named them and forced
assumptions onto them that they didn’t create or perhaps desire for themselves.

Do I Have to be Who You Say or What the Text Says that I Am?*

Just as structures and categories are put into place to smplify the world, people
do things, say things, and change things that disrupt the categories, causing the
categorization to shift and change and perhaps fal gpart. While music, books, people, and
places are compartmentaized and defined by commonditiesin order to fit within
particular classfication systems, the naming system of categorization becomes fuzzy and
less clear when looking across rather than at it. People pilfer bits and pieces from various
bounded groupings, combining these tidbits into new congtructions, ideas, and uses that
no longer fit the categories from which the items were supposedly taken. So, music that
once borrowed from techno-culture, politicaly inspired folk music, and traditional rock
became something different in form from al three of these separate structures.

This scavenger hunt disrupts and unsettles the seemingly bounded categories,
breaking up the naming system while congtructing new way's to use the objects that no
longer fit within the category from which it has been taken. Thinking shifts and changes.
Movement keeps categories from becoming staid and from gathering dust. The shifts, the
nonlinearity, are powerful means for congtructing new, different meaning and uses of
texts. When people look across categories, or when they take only parts of categoriesfor
their own reasons, the categories as they have been produced no longer work in the same
way's because they’ ve been influenced by other groupings. Returning to the example of

music ingpired by techno, palitical folk, and traditiona rock, aternative music eventualy
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became of the amagam of the three. But it wasn't until a critical mass had been reached
with artists borrowing fregly from these other genres that dternative became anew
formation.

In thinking about the categories of adolescents, popular culture, and literacy, just
as they are organized and determined to be parts of particular structures, they are shifted,
changed, and disrupted so that they don’'t dways fit so neetly into the dots.

Just how these seven adolescents living in Audtralia and the United States use popular
culture as part of therr literacy livesto be particular people and to form new waysto
become someone different from the category into which they arefitted is what this study
isal about. What is presented in this study does not track or document what the popular
culture texts mean to the adolescents who use them. Instead, the following chapters
examine three issues: (1) how adolescents are named, structured, and Situated in
particular ways, as particular people based upon categorizations of adolescence and on
the adolescents' interestsin popular culture, (2) how adolescents use popular culture not
only to perpetuate categories that have named them, but aso to push againgt and
sometimes to temporarily knock down those categories that force them into being
particular people with particular identities, and (3) how adolescents shape new idess,
categories, and understandings through the tensions of being produced as particular
people and of congtructing ways of being someone different.

The following chapters highlight how adolescents used popular culture in their

everyday lives. Chapters 2 through 5 open with amap to illustrate how the adolescents
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who are highlighted in the chapter used popular culture in their everyday lives. The maps
are visua representations of the data analyzed within each chapter and serve as pictorid
overviews of the adolescents' uses of popular culture that are discussed in each chapter.
These maps are rhizomes—they work like anthillsin that they grow in al directions and
show the surface appearance and subterranean flows of adolescents’ livesinvolving
popular culture. They serve as documented snapshots of the 10-week period of time that |
spent following the adolescents around and learning about their uses of popular culture.
The red lines illugtrate the complexities of adolescents' lives asthey are named as
particular people based upon particular categories and assumptions that other people
work off of regarding adolescents popular culture. The orange lines dso show how
adolescents use popular culture to push against these categories that name them and
attempt to define them as certain people in order to form new creations or different
creations of themselves.

Chapters 2 through 5 document how popular culture plays out adolescents' lives.
In Chapter 2, categories name and produce Timony at school as aparticular kind of
person based upon his popular culture interests. Timony shows how he uses popular
culture interests devel oped outside of school to construct a new way of being that exceeds
the confines of the identities that define him in school. In Chapter 3 Tommy and A’s uses
of Japanese animé, computers, and Austrdian sport illustrate how thelr interestsin
popular culture produce them as particular people within friendship groups, and how they
use popular culture to congtruct different notions of themselves within their peer groups.
L’il Jand Amanda are central to Chapter 4. This chapter examines their uses of texts such

asrap, hip-hop, dancing and popular series books to question stereotypes about
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girls'women that often make up the critique of these kinds of texts. Chapter 5 documents
how young adolescents use popular culture texts to align themselves with a particular
group identity and to renegotiate their own identity within the group with those same
texts. In this chapter Tee and Rosa use popular culture related to their lives as Chrigtians
to define themsdlves as particular kinds of people and to push against being defined only
with thet identity. Then, Chapter 6 pulls together the work of Chapters 2-5 and makesa
case for rethinking adolescence as an age period, adolescents as consumers of popular
culture, and literacies involving popular culture. Chapter 7 outlines the theories that
frame this study, the methods employed for data collection, and the methodology for data
andysis Finaly, in the Appendix, | answer severd questions about theory and research
that have arisen about this study from discussions with adolescents, researchers, parents,
teachers, and friends.
Limitations

This study islimited by four factors. First, the interpretations of the deataare
limited by my own analyses, which are influenced by the categories that have defined me
and have affected my own understanding of the world around me. Researchers with
different experiences with popular culture, adolescents, and literacies might well perceive
things differently. Secondly, this study is built upon subjective self-report data collected
from adolescents, their friends, parents, and teachers. Self-report data have been critiqued
in the past for being inaccurate. But because this study addresses audience' s perceptions
and uses of textsin the study of adolescents themsdves, implementing sdf-report data
was the best way to find out about their own uses of popular culture. Third, because |

focused this research on adolescents, this sudy downplays an emphasis on adults and
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their uses of popular culture. Findly, this study reports on a 10-week exploration of the
lives of saven adolescents. Though they are quite different from one another and
represent a diverse group, the findings from this sudy are not generdizable to al 12- and
13-year-olds.
Importance of the Study

This study holds relevance for the ways that adolescents, popular culture, and
literacy are defined and categorized. Others have documented how influentia popular
cultureisin adolescents' lives and how media produce texts that make adolescents into
particular sorts of people. This study, however, approaches these ideas differently,
beginning with the adolescents themselves. It examines how adolescents are not only
produced as particular sorts of people in texts but aso how they construct themselves
using popular culture in different ways—in ways that often remain overl ooked because of
the heavy emphasis that media and production have on adolescents today and because of
the categorizations placed on adolescents. This study aso assists in rethinking categories
of adolescence and popular culture as situated within the larger context of contemporary

literacies.



CHAPTER 2:

POPULAR CULTURE AND PUSHING AGAINST

A REBELLIOUSTEEN IDENTITY

A O BadSudent
Violence
O DBB o[nlemE'h'Cnmput SN lolenes
Clothing O Tweeaty Bird
0 ot Cobain o Ke}rchg_-in
Books
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Funny! 0 Suicide
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Oftentimes people are categorized based upon external factors that mark them as
being particular sorts of people. Categories such as nationality, age, gender, race, and
ethnicity are examples of categories that produce identities for naming people and for
organizing ways of thinking about people. These categories group people and attempt to
dabilize thair identities. Popular culture is dso a marker that produces particular ways of
being such that people make assumptions about a person’s identity based upon the
person’s readily apparent popular culture interests. For example, the clothes that people
wear, the language that they use, the books they choose to read, al mark people as having

identities that converge with certain interests and not others.



Adolescents are no exception to this production of identity based upon their
popular culture interests. And while adolescents use popular culture to be identified as a
particular sort of person, they aso use their popular culture interests to push against those
and other categories and assumptions that attempt to stabilize their identities and to
produce them as particular types of people. Such was the case with Timony whose
popular culture interests produced problematic identities for him and assumptions about
him a Hancock Middle Schooal. (These identities are highlighted in red in the map at the
beginning of the chapter.) But Timony aso used his popular culture interests both in- and
out-of-school to label others as particular sorts of people and to push against those
categories and assumptions that produced him within certain categories and with certain
identities. (Timony’s uses of popular culture to undo those identities are highlighted in
orange on the map at the beginning of the chapter.)

At firg glance, the most gpparent and traditional categories defined Timony with
identities as a particular person. For Timony, these categories—these identities that
defined him both in- and out- of-school and that he accepted—included being mae,
adolescent, White, eighth-grader, and student. These categories marked him in ways that
he assumed as part of his day-to-day life.

Y et, popular culture interests a'so marked him as a particular kind of person.
When [ fird met him, he was wearing at-shirt with Kurt Cobain, the lead singer of
Nirvana, on the chest. | immediately categorized him as someone interested in grunge
music and perhaps dternaive music. And, later, through discussions with him, both
online and in person, | learned that this popular culture interest in Kurt Cobain was

indicative of an identity that he liked and used. As he explained, he chose his pseudonym,



Simon Fair Timony (ak.a. SFT and Timony) based upon his reading of Who Killed Kurt

Cobain? The Mysterious Death of an Icon, abiography of Kurt Cobain.
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From: oxkurtcobainxo

To: mchagood

Date: Tuesday, October 17, 2000 8:48 PM
Subject: answers

Hey,

This kid [Simon Fair Timony], he's 10-years-old and the lead singer of this weird little band called "The
Stinky Puffs". | heard about him because he wrote a song called "l love you anyway" about Kurt
Cobain committing suicide and performed it with Krist Novoselic (bass guitar for nirvana) and Dave
Grohl (drummer of Nirvana). | got the song off Napster. It was weird cause only one person had the
song. Now two, | guess :0)...It's a (excuse me, but, for lack of a better word...) cute song!!!” You
need to hear it!” ...Oh yeah, if you don't have Napster, GET IT! Second off, if you do, or when you do,
get that Stinky Puffs song. The artist would be "Stinky Puffs", but don't put in the title of the song,
cause the person that has the song changed the title.

Later, The other Timony

Timony knew al about Kurt Cobain, owned dl four of the Nirvana dbums, had
downloaded severd hard-to-find Nirvana songs from Napster, and had read severd books
about the band and about Kurt Cobain. As someone who'd followed the band for a couple
of years, he didn’t gppreciate the recent popularity that Nirvana had found among his
peers at school. For agint during seventh grade Nirvana became popular with other kids.
“It' slikethis” he remarked matter-of-factly. “I just think that people should genuinely
like something, not just to be an imposter because other people like it. Everyone thought
that Nirvana was cool last year, and they just sarted ligening to it, and they didn’t even
redly likeit. It annoys me to no end. | wasjust pissed about the Nirvana thing because
kids were just trying to follow Alex and Will because they are popular. But those kids
[who follow Alex and Will] didn't redly like Nirvana. 1t was like fake worshipping or

something. And now they’ ve moved onto something ese”



Timony and | shared interestsin both the dternative music scenein the United
States and computer/technologies, which became a centra part of our time together. He
introduced me to Napster, and often in the evenings we' d email back and forth about

music that we liked.

From: oxkurtcobainxo
To: mchagood
Date: Wednesday, October 18, 2000 4:10 PM

Subject: music
Hey,

I'm into grunge (a kind of punk rock/rock genre), rock, and certain types of poppish
songs. | really like nirvana, pearl jam, r.e.m., fuel, and the red hot chili peppers.

those are my main bands. X is the only radio station i listen to. And you?

From: mchagood

To: oxkurtcobainxo

Date: Wednesday, October 18, 2000 9: 47 P.M.
Subject: Re music

Me? | likepj, rem, rhep, too, aswell as lenny kravitz, the gd, dmb, phish,
stp, and soul asylum. | dso follow severd lesser known bands from my
daysliving out in wyoming: /ittle women (the jerry joseph band),

widespread panic, the connells, big head todd and the monsters, fountains
of wayne. And | keep up with other bands like wilco and the jayhawks. |
redly like beck and izzy stradlin, too. And have, within the last year,

become pretty keen on different rap artists. eve and lauryn hill in

particular. Then again, | dso like some old Stuff: Hot Tuna, Little Feat, |
guess the gd would go here aswéll, dylan, old Rolling Stones, and yes, the
Allman Bros.

From: oxkurtcobainxo
To: mchagood
Date: Thursday, October 19, 2000 3:40 PM

Subject: Re: music

Yeh, add The Doors, Widespread Panic, Bob Marley, and Pylon to my list....Soul
Asylums cool!! There awesome. | didn't think you listened to that kind of stuff, but,
your only in college. It's not like you only listen to the Allman brothers or anything.

Oh yeah! | listened to them on a fieldtrip the other day!




At 13-years-old Smon Fair Timony was dmog six-feet tall, sanding a good
eight or o inchestaller than the three or four friends he met up with in the cefeteria
everyday for lunch. His brown, sheggy hair fell over his smdl, wire-rimmed glasses, and
in the world of cartoons he reminded me of a bigger, broader Shaggy from Scooby Doo
as he shuffled around with his hands crammed into his jeans pockets barely picking up
hisfeet to move. At least once aday, he pulled on the front of his hair to measure the
length in rdaion to hisnose. To him, the longer his hair, the better.

Framed pictures from years past of Little League baseball and soccer adorned the
shelves of Timony’s bedroom, amidst mounds of books stacked haphazardly on top of a
bureau, video games, and stereo equipment. And across his room, Timony had crested a
wall of favorite itemsthat he had posted above his bed—alarge posters of Nirvana, a
running book list of desired books to read (some scratched off because he’ d aready read

them), and computer printed drawings he had made of Dragonball Z characters.

In his sports team photos Timony could be found on the back row with abig

smile on hisface and a short, bowl haircut. He was one of severd boyson an dl mae,
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and predominantly European American team. Sitting on the floor in his bedroom one
afternoon, he picked up one of the photographs and reminisced about those years. “I used
to play sports al thetime. | was redly good at baseball, like except for some reason |
think | was afraid of the bal with the pitching machine. | could hit the ball if someone
threw it to me, but | saw someone get hit in the head [by the machineg], so | got scared.
But | don't liketo exercise or play sports a schoal. It doesn’t make any sense,” he said
while rubbing his somach. “I don’t understand that Nike dogan—*No pain. No gain.’

My dogan is‘No pan. No pain.””

This statement often seemed to be Timony’ s modus operandi, at least at schoal. In
that context the texts he used seemed to signa alack of interest in most academic fare.
His routine attire consisted of a big t-shirt and a pair of INCO jeans, and either apair of
Nike sneakers with ahole in the | eft toe covered with a bit of black duct tape or apair of
black sandaswith Velcro stays. He boasted that he exerted little energy for school sports,
and he never once dressed out for P.E. classthisyear. He marveled at his
accomplishment, saying “I am proud of that for some reason! | know | am going to fall
P.E. thissx-weeks, but it’sjust an exploratory class, o it doesn't redly matter to me.”

Timony’ s teechers noted that he was incredibly intelligent, but unmotivated. His
language arts teacher quickly pointed out that he read on a Grade 14 equivaency, and his
interests and comprehension of topics exceeded most teachers expectations, but he put
forth little effort. His teachers conastently described him as*“lazy” and “an
underachiever.” His language arts teecher compared him to Abraham Lincoln. In an
interview, she said, “He s probably a genius. He s definitely the brightest kid in the

whole schooal, but he doesn't gpply himsdf. He sfalling most of his classes” She
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explained that Timony was a nuisance to others. “He reads books in two days that are
assigned for whole class reading to be done over two weeks,” and then, “he ruins class
discussions because he dready knows what’ s going to happen.”

Taking to Timony about reading pleasures, he said, “1 love reading, so I'll reed
just about anything, but it's not considered popular culture a school. Kids at Hancock
hate to read. [| think that] silent reading is the best part of the whole school day, even
though it isaforced activity. Well, it' sthe best unlessit’'s a day when we go to the
computer lab. Then, I’d say the computer |ab part isbest.” To be sure, Timony was
rarely without a book, which was most often stashed into one of the enormous hip
pockets of one of three pairs of INCOs when he wasn't reading before class and
frequently during class, hiding his own book insde an open textbook or notebook held
closeto his chest. It was difficult to pinpoint afavorite genre because his reading interests
varied greatly. A sampling of hisbook choicesincluded Stephen King's, The Dark
Tower, severa books from the religious series, Left Behind, Html for Duummies, Who
Killed Kurt Cobain? The Mysterious Death of an Icon, two special issues about
musicians Jerry Garciaand Kurt Cobain from RollingStone, both of whom Timony
esteemed for their musica and lyrica accomplishments, and an occasiond sci fi book
such as Ender’s Game.

On any given day, Timony could be spotted amongst a crowd as he frequently
dressed in one of an array of colorful and attention-grabbing t-shirts. Sometimes he
donned a bright orange shirt with the white and green painted face of an Oompa Loompa,
or aneon green t-shirt with Blink 182 written across the front in blue, or other dark-

colored tees with slk-screen-printed pictures—a shot of Nirvana playing in agrunge bar



in Seettle or a close-up picture of Kurt Cobain eyes wide and mouth open as if screaming.

Whenever he wore this shirt he amused other students as he played his trombone in band
class and moved his somach around, making Kurt Cobain’s mouth move asif Snging.
But Timony’s favorite t-shirt worn about every fourth day, was black, and in bold white
letters across the chest was printed, “I hear voices and they don't like you!”

Though he might be seen amongst a group of teenagers, he didn’t see himsdlf as
someone with alot of friends or as someone into what was considered popular culture.
When | asked him about himself, he said, “Yegh, | hang out with afew people, but I'm
not realy popular. The main reason anyone talksto meis because | am funny, and | can
make people laugh. That'sjust fine with me. I"d rather not hang out with too many
people a school.” To Timony, school was a place to pass the time and to try to stay out
of trouble.

Unlike hislife a school, where Timony kept mostly to himself and adhered to a
“No pain, no pain” mantra, his afternoons were filled with a different world—online
activities—talking with virtud friends, building Dragonball Z websites, answvering
emails, engaging in Instant Messaging conversations with online friends, and
downloading music from Napgter on hisfamily’s computer. On the web, Timony could
enjoy his popular culture interests with otherslike himsdf. Characterizing his after-
school experiences, he wrote in an emall, “Whenever i get home and am not on the
internet, or watching DBZ at 5:00, then i'm judt listening to music and/or playing it on my
guitar. But mogtly i am working on my webste” Timony spent hours creating banners
and new entrances, taking pictures of DBZ characters on adigital cameraand uploading

them as jjpg pictures onto his site, writing daily updates about his site, monitoring the
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daily number of hits his site received, and upgrading other Ste information (biographies
of the Dragonball Z characters, recruiting affiliates, answering emails, advertisng his ste
for possible hosting on other Sites). During the 10 weeks we hung out together he was
associated with 15 Dragonball Z websites and monitored between 15 and 20 email
accounts.

The Internet was aworld where Timony was free to roam and explore. Without
the schoal redtrictions of Cyber Patrol, which limited his online access, he skillfully
navigated a multitude of Stes and found a niche for himsdlf. Unlike in school, he found
people online who shared smilar interests, and he wanted opportunities to develop those
interests with them. Soon after we became acquainted, he told me to sign up for IM so
that we could communicate online and red-time. Late one night as | was working, an
unexpected IM box appeared on my computer screen, which began a lengthy

conversation about the importance of being part of an online community.

CCgokuCC (Timony’s IM name [a character from the Japanese animé series
Dragonball Z, but masked for anonymity]): you there?

Martha (that’ s me): yo
CCgokuCC: i just joined the gtaff of this new Sitel!!!
Martha: waz that?

CCgokuCC: www.superiordbz.com. [thisis masked for anonymity]

CCgokuCC: im known as Mr.K for Kurt (Kurt Cobain). its growing redly fast.
gets about 200 hits a day.

Martha i thought you were a another dte....?

CCgokuCC: i am. gill doin’ bio stuff for them. now im in control of the dbz page
mainly [on this new Site]. i bascaly have diplomatic power over it.
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Martha soit’slike ajob?
CCgokuCC: i do whatever i fed. it' sredly avesome.
Martha: sounds like alot of work and responghility.

CCgokuCC: im going to put some video clips up thisweek. thatll improve our hits
even more!!! And ill get more emalls...

Martha: yikes! do you need more emails?! seemslike youre super busy aready...

CCgokuCC: yeah, you dways need more emails...© thats how you learn about other
things. ya know—nhelp each other out when youre stuck. stuff like that.

Hanging out with Timony after schooal, | learned how important hislife on the
Internet had become. One afternoon we headed to the public library so that Timony could
upload severd pictures he had saved on a zip file to one of the websites he maintained.
Timony preferred to upload information onto his Ste at the public library or on the
computer a my house because the connections were faster than for the computer at his
house. As he toggled back and forth between uploading his information and checking out
other peopl€e’ swebsites, | wondered doud about hisinterest in online friendships.

“I don’'t know, redly,” hesaid in earnest. “It just makes me fed specid. Likeit's
redlly cool to have people like come from dl over the placeto see my ste....and | fed
like, ‘Damn! That' stotaly avesome!” Yeah, so thenif | kegp adding new stuff, then
people will keep coming to my site. And, | have to check my emall. | love email. | check
my email alot because alot of people will email, asking me wheat I’'m going to put up on
the Site or needing some help with something. Then, I'll just email them back. It's coal.

The Internet is an awvesome way to meet people.”



“But, how’sit different from school ? Like meeting people and learning Suff?” |
pushed him.

Continuing hiswork, he responded immediately. “At schooal, | do just enough
work to get by. | mean, most of it doesn't redlly gpply to my life, so | just endureit....l
like math and language arts okay. But everything else doesn’'t make any sense. | think
that aslong as | am dedling with computers | am okay. I’ ve researched it, and I’'m going
to go to online school when | am like 16, and | can get ajob. It's $175 amonth for a
class, and my parents won't pay for that. So | am just going to get ajob and pay for it
because it will be coal, and | will be ableto learn, and | won't have to go anywhere.. .
don't like school, and generdly it's too many stupid people and teachers. If | go to online
school | can't be getting into trouble for like talking too much or reading something too
fast. Then, when | am 16, | can just go and drive to lunch and go get a Burger King
sandwich. That would be so superior.”

Over time, as Timony showed me, the Internet was a freeing place for him where
he could assst and learn from other online users. On adaily bass, Timony added
information to the multiple websites on which he was ffiliated—changing layout
designs, adding new animé information about DBZ, creeting pictures and banners. He
especidly enjoyed helping others on the development of their websites, often posting
tutorias on how to work in html code or giving advice for troubleshooting when
something technologicaly went wrong. This posting to one of hiswebsites was indicative

of thework he did to assist others.

Ya like? Saturday, December 16, 2000 at 9: 06 AM by Mr. K

Becoming a brother dte: Okay, thisisadamn good ded for you newbie webmasters!
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\What | will do is make you a button, splash pic, and atop banner for your ste. I'll dso
help you with any html problems. And if necessary, I'll get you alayout (dthough it'sa
tedious process). What the hell do | have to do, you may ask? Have asite with alot of
content, and...Link me. That'sright, link me!' Just put me under a section entitled
“Brother Sites’ or “Hosted by”. Just email meand I'll gart helpingya (It d be better if

you aready had us linked when | look at your Site).

Timony fdt free on the Internet to congtruct away of being that pushed againgt
age categories that imposed identities on him as less knowledgeable or less competent,
such as the identities of student and adolescent produced for him at school. Speaking
about learning in school, Timony said, “ Teachers think you have to treat them redly,
redly, redly well because | guessthey are, they think they are, bothering to teach you
something, and S0 you should pay attention and Stuff. It's just that they don’t let us say
crap....I don't know. They think that we are just kids so we aren't going to know
anything. So they are that much superior. It' sjust dumb, that'sdl. | mean, | don't redly
know them, so | can't redly judge them. | guess| just don't redly think that they know
much about kids, about like what we like and stuff. That doesn’'t matter to them.”

Interestingly, the popular culture texts of Timony's life—at least those that he
brought to school with him—actually were noticed by his teachers. They were aware that
Timony was an avid reader and enjoyed reading avariety of texts. But they were
concerned about the identities he was learning from texts and the behaviors he exhibited

in school. Some of the texts identified by teachers as part of Timony’slife a school
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related to his choice of print-based texts read during a 20-minute, school-wide, daily
slent reading period and to his choice of attire.

Timony' s teachers were ddlighted that he read often for pleasure, and they did not
want to disrupt hisinterest in reading. Beyond their observations that Timony was bright
and that he loved to read, however, Timony’ s teachers speculated that he had “avery
dark sde’” and tha he “might be in some way disturbed.” Timony’s choice of t-shirts
gave the teachers a glimpse into a problematic and troubling adolescent identity based
upon his popular culture interests. The teachers read Timony’ s t-shirts as emblematic of
larger societd issues with teenagers. Discussing Timony with me, his math teacher
commented, “heisin atypica sort of rebellion pattern or whatever against society, and |
know that the Columbine thing scared everybody.” And his language arts teacher
ruminated, “I don’t know that there is anybody more affected by Columbine than the
kids. | think that the teachers, of course, were dl shaken by the experience, and the media
glamorized everything....In the wake of Columbine, we have to be aware of kids like
Timony.”

It is commonly thought that people—kids in particula—Ilearn how to act and
behave, dress and think, according to what they are exposed to with popular culture. As
kids read texts, they learn about their identities from the identities produced in the texts—
no matter if the text isa print text such asanove, avisud text like dothing in afashion
magazine or attire worn to school, a spoken text such as subculturd dang, or adigitd text
like awebpage. And because adolescents are kids, often times adults think that
adolescents need to be protected from the identities that are produced in popular culture

texts that adolescents like. For many adults, they don’t want adolescents to emulate the
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images in popular culture that perpetuste negative attitudes or stereotypica rebelious
behavior.

Timony’s choice of t-shirts combined with his seemingly unkempt appearance
and his lackadaisical gpproach to academics genuingy worried his eighth-grade teachers.
When he chose to complete assgnments, they fretted over his choice of topics. For
example, he chose to do a biography project on Kurt Cobain for acombined language arts
and socid sudies activity. In atwo-page, typed essay he wrote: “Kurt Cobain isagod.
He was the best guitarist and song writer that recently lived, and he changed grunge rock
forever. Hismusicisredly deep. Some of it won't make sense because there are alot of
metaphors that run together that you have to figure ouit......People think he committed
suicide but | think he was murdered.” (He then described in detail the conspiracy theory
outlined by Halperinin Who Killed Kurt Cobain? The Mysterious Death of an Icon.)
The language arts teacher explained that as teachers they supported students to “become
who they are” by teaching them to “absorb texts to the best of their ability and to make
sure that they accomplish the certain skill based learning they are supposed to do.”
Worrying about what Timony learned from the texts he read, the teacher commented after
reading his essay, “it was disturbing to read about his fixation on a man who committed
suicide.”

Timony’ s text sdlections vexed his teachers. They read him as having an
uncompromising attitude to remain both complacent and unruly at school, and this
became cause for darm among them. As amatter of fact, minor grade-leve infractions
such as disruptive behavior or incessant talking caused him to spend 15 days of a six-

week period in In-School Suspension (1SS). Timony was well aware of the way that the



teachers saw him, and at one point he tried to recruit my help, communicating with me

over emal.
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To: mchagood

From: oxkurtcobainxo

Date: Thursday, October 19, 2000, 8.49 P.M.
Subject: help!

hey, in band mr. allen gave me a silent lunch, so i have iss AGAIN! thats why im trying to get you to
watch him, because i didnt deserve that silent lunch. i hate that guy! He just hates me, | know this
because everyone in the room is always talking or laughing yet he never does jack to them.....when i
got home, i did my history homework, after watching dragonball z. then i talked to my parents about
Mr. Allen being stupid. we got into a pretty big fight. it was annoying the crap out of me. i tried to get
my point across, but dad didn't seem to understand me. we both basically kept saying the same thing
over and over, and we basically ended up not very far from where we started. it ended up that i e-
mailed you asking if you would check up on him whenever you were in there. i hope you can [help
me], but whatever... its now 8:00. i'll probably just play some music.

anyway, well, c-ya later, simon fair timony

At school, Timony’s actions and comments often landed him in trouble. One such
example of these infractions occurred during meth class. As class began, the teacher
asked Alex, afriend of Timony’swho sat near him in the class, what wasin Alex’s
mouith.

“It' saguitar pick,” Alex mumbled, trying to remove the object and to respond
sSmultaneoudy.

Timony threw hishandsin thear and ydled, “No! 1t'sawegpon UUGGH!
Careful! Careful! Alex has aweapon!”

The teacher sood up quickly from the chair and inquired again, “What isit?’
Alex began to laugh. Spitting the guitar pick out, Alex held it up and shouted between
chortles while looking a Timony, “NO! It'saguitar pick. See!” Alex thrugt the guitar
pick out in hand for the teacher to see.

Timony remarked, “ Careful! Everyone be careful!”



The teacher ignored Timony and told Alex to put the object away. As Alex put the
pick in ajean’s pocket, Timony declared, “Careful with it when you do that. It might go
off!”

The teacher looked ternly at Timony and gave him aslent lunch (a punishment
whereby he had to eat lunch slently in aroom separate from the cafeteria) for “disruptive
behavior,” which later resulted in time spent in ISS. Timony didn’t protest. He actualy
found the whole incident funny and chuckled with Alex asthey |eft the room at the end
of the class period.

The teachers defined Timony through a stabilization of the identities they thought
were produced in behavior as aresult of the texts he used a school. Attributing particular
meanings to texts such as his attire, his book choices, and self-selected topics about a
grunge band and a lead singer who supposedly committed suicide, the teachers were
concerned about the power the text had over Timony and on the identity he learned from
reading these texts. The texts Timony used and his recurring time spent in In-School
Suspension continuoudy produced an identity for Timony asabad student.

The teachers a Hancock may very well have had reason to be concerned about
Timony given the current school culture related to violence. At every entrance to the
school were multiple posted signs such as “Drug free, weapon free zone” and “These
premises are under camera survelllance,” caling attention to the need for students,
teachers, and vigtors to be aware of the school policies. Furthermore, the school had
implemented severa practices in an attempt to provide a safe and secure learning
environmert. Cameras surveilled the hadlways, and the video was piped into severa

large-screen televisons in the main office of the school. Students were expected to wear
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aschool identification card around their necks and “to keep them on their person at all
times” To maintain safety in the building, the sudents were to remain outside of school
or in the gym before the first bell every morning. Then, they were led through the
hallways and directed to their lockers where they were told to stow al bags, backpacks,
and coats for the remainder of the school day. Officer Johnson, afull-time police officer
employed at the school, patrolled the hdls and the cafeteria “to keep the peace” and to
“watch the kids to make sure they don’t get into any trouble” as he told me. Between
classes, he meandered the hdlls, talking to the kids and joking as the students moved to
their next class, “Lock ‘em up, in your cdls, close the doorg!”

Certainly concerns about violence in the school were not unwarranted, even
though Hancock was awarded a nationa honor for School Excellence during the time that
| was hanging out with the kids. Actually, saverd incidents had occurred both nationaly
and locdly worth mentioning that perhaps affected the teachers readings of the texts and
exacerbated perceptions of the identities that produced Timony as a bad student or
disturbed teenager.

Firgt, the teachers were concerned about students at the school who seemed to
resemble in any way students who had been perpetrators of acts of violence at other
schools or in their own school. The tragic events of Littleton, Colorado, that had occurred
two years previoudy, weighed heavily on their minds. They were gpprehensive about
students who seemed angry or who exhibited anti-socia behavior, and they kept a
watchful eye on groups of students who seemed to be “ devel oping rebellious attitudes.”
As one teacher noted, “kids today are in arebellious stage, and teachers need to be

attentive to that rebellious stage because [we] are uncertain about what it means to the



kids. If rebellious behavior isleft unattended, then teachers don't fed like they're safe
and aren’t doing their jobs, so we addressit promptly with silent lunch.”

The teachers read Timony’s choice of t-shirts and books as an identity reminiscent
of depictions of disturbed teenagers who mimicked destructive identities learned from
popular culture texts. They were genuindy concerned about Timony's well-being and
about the well-being of other sudents. As good teachers, they were attentive to and
troubled by adolescents exposure to vaorized rebellion apparent in adolescent popular
culture. Their concern about rebellious and violent popular culture made them wary of
what Timony learned from text and reflected in hisidentity at school, and their wariness
trandated into immediate action—slent lunch and In-School Suspension.

Second, Hancock had aso had its share and scare of violence that the teachers had
recently dedlt with. For example, during the previous school year, Anthony, a White,
male, eighth-grade student had been expelled from the schoal for threatening to blow up
the principa’ s car and to kill the principd. And, while Timony wasin eighth grade, a
bomb threat caused a school-wide evacuation. Wanting to avoid violent behavior among
current eighth-grade students, the teachers were quick to attribute negative meaning to
the texts that Timony used and to his actions, but they were aso quick to conjure among
themsalves and to me that his behavior was a*“ stage’ or “phase that he is going through.”

And, third, a the beginning of the academic year, area schools had implemented a
zero-tolerance policy in order to reduce the number of violent-related episodes on
campuses, much in response to arash of reported violent events involving adolescents
that had occurred across the United States in the previous two years. As part of this

policy, aligt of particular items such as guns, knives, chains, swords, ice picks, and pellet
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guns was generated and defined as wegpons unsuitable to bring to school. Given the
school palicy in place and the school climate rdated to violence, Timony's commentary
that Alex’s guitar pick was awegpon seemed improper to the math teacher. The teacher
thought his remarks further sgnaled a disturbed and problematic identity, an identity thet
did not take serioudy the policiesin effect.

Timony’ s teachers concerned themsdaves with what they thought were the
influences that the texts had on Timony, but they didn’t consder what Timony thought of
those texts or how Timony used those texts for his own purposes to push againgt the
categories that defined him and his identity at school. Timony was well aware that his

choices of and uses of texts produced particular and contradictory identities of avid

reader, bad student, and disturbed teenager, but he argued that the popular culture texts

he used didn’t have anything to do with being rebellious or subversve in order to be a
bad student or to be seen by others as disturbed. He used popular culture textsto push
againg those identities and to congtruct another way of life for himself.
To Timony, the t-shirts he wore to school and the books he chose to read had no
inherent and stable meaning. Speaking to thisissue, Timony excamed, “ The shirt
does't mean anything! It'sjust that | will wear just about anything thet attracts
attention. But that doesn’'t mean anything. | mean, | think attention isgood....| try to act
weird, not to be mean, but to be funny. Like the shirt | wear that says ‘| hear voices and
they don’t likeyou,” that shirt is avesome because kids will ask me likewhat | hear. And
| think that’s funny! It doesn’'t mean that | really don't like people. Now that’s weird!”
Timony thought that people misunderstood hisinterest in Kurt Cobain because

they attached meaning from his present interests to his past actions. “Ask anybody in the
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eighth grade,” he said. “I used to get into atrouble alot in sixth grade....And, it worries
people, like my mom and [my language arts teacher and my band teacher] that | like
identify with Kurt Cobain and that kind of stuff because he killed himsdlf. It makes
people think that | want to do that to mysdf, and it makes me realy mad....People are
screwed up....Just because [Kurt Cobain] um ended up like that doesn’t mean | am going
to....Because | mean | just can't. | sometimes like can identify with what he is singing
about but that doesn’t mean | am going to kill mysdif....He was like having serious
problemswith hislife” Timony, no doubt, understood thet the fatdistic and negative
identities attributed to Kurt Cobain were transferred onto him. But he disputed the
identity of disturbed teenager or bad student because of hisinterest in Kurt Cobain.

Timony was sent to ISS for four days for his comment that the guitar pick was a
weapon. He said that he didn’t care about going to 1SS because at |east there people
would leave him done, and he could just St in the classroom and read whatever he liked.
Knowing that he spent most of histimein 1SS reading books, | brought to him asci fi
book (Ender’s Game) the next morning. | dropped it for him at the ISS building. He met
me at the door, and when | gave it to him, he replied, “Thanks. Jay was supposed to bring
the next book in the [Left Behind] series, but he doesn’'t know where he put his. | looked
for the book in the library, and it's not there.” He skimmed over the back of the book and
gave me anod. “Yeah, now | have something to read.”

| took him home after school when Timony was released from ISS. While
walking to my car | asked him if he felt like he was a bad student. Shuffling dong, he
opened the car door and dumped down in the seat. At first he was slent, and stared out

the window. He seemed bummed out. As| started the car, | asked, “So now you're
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finished with ISS. That'sgood isn't it?” Timony said, “Yeah, | guess. | finished Ender’s
Game today. That book is awvesome. At least | don't get in trouble there.” Then he got
quiet again. We rode in sllence. Aswe pulled up into his driveway, he sad, “I don’t think
that I’m bad now. | have an identity as atroublemaker...I’'m jus—I guessl’d say I'm
mischievous. | just talk too much and try to make people laugh. I'm just the annoying
classclown. That'sal | ever do. It'sjust that | get into trouble because [the teachers] are
thinking of mewhen | used to get into trouble at school in Sixth grade for fighting and

suff likethat. But | don't do that anymore. | just kinda keep to mysdlf and ignore those
people.”

In keeping to himself at school, Timony did alot of reading and used popular
culturein ways that his teacher and parents didn’t know what to make or to think of his
interests. Few if any people bothered to ask him about it. Some kids knew about his
webste creation. It wasn't uncommon for kids to pass him in the hdlway and to tel him
that one of hiswebsites was coal. Y et no adults seemed to focusin on Timony's out of
school engagement within alarger online community who looked to Timony for
assigance in their creations of websites. Assumptions loomed large, and Timony was
frustrated.

Timony's parody of the guitar pick being aweapon illustrates how identities
produced Timony in one way at school, while his out of school interests in popular
culture alowed him to push back on those identities. Two days before the guitar pick
incident in math class, the sory of a Sxth-grade student in another middle school
attracted national media attention because the girl was suspended for 10 days for bringing

to school a 93%4inch plastic Tweety Bird key chain atached to her wallet. School officids
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reported that the key chain violated the school district’s zero-tolerance policy on
wegpons. Timony was aware of this incident, having read reports about it on the Internet
and having discussed the obscurity of the ruling with his friends during lunch & school.
He had a so read about another middle school student who had been suspended from
schoal for asking his teacher if the chain he carried could be consdered a wesgpon.
(Neither of these locd and national current events was discussed in Timony's classes at
school.)

Timony’s parody of the guitar pick and of the varying meaning attributed to it
illustrates how he actively pushed against categories that assumed that adolescents were
deviant and rebdlious. Timony’s teacher read Timony’s commentary in away thet
further produced an identity of abad student or disturbed teenager, but Timony hed
positioned himsdf outside of those identities, trying only to make apoint and to cal
atention to the ambiguity of the meaning of atext—a guitar pick—in relation to the
Tweety Bird key chain incident. In thisway, Timony transformed these identities, going
againg the determined identity of student and trying to illustrate how inequitable it was
that adults named and defined texts al around him, including texts that were important to
him (Kurt Cobain, clothing, books, and music).

Two other incidents related to violence further complicate Timony’s stance. Firs,
on a subsequent day and in a different class, the teacher gave the students knivesto use
for smoothing blocks of plaster for sculpting in art class. While handing out the tools to
be used for carving, the teacher reminded the students that knives were tools, but they
were aso wegpons. Timony listened and didn’t say anything, and he used the knife

during class as directed by the teacher. Aswe walked to his next class, | queried Timony



about the teacher’ s lecture. “ The teacher wasright.” Hereplied. “1 mean, it could be a
wesgpon, and you could kill somebody withit.” Hewent on. “I mean you dways have to
be careful. It iskind of ridiculous. Sometimes, like if teachers see something like rubber
bands or paperclipsthat kids have, then they are like ‘ Thisis considered a weapon from
now on, and you will be suspended or expelled from now on if you bring it to school
agan. It'sjust funny becauseit isjust agtinkin’ office supply, and teachers make it into
something bad. | mean, it can be serious and dl, but a guitar pick? | just sad it redly to
be funny and make a point. If akey chain can be awegpon and a knife can be atool, why
can't aguitar pick be aweapon?’

At the same time Timony connected the discussion about the wegpons and the
ambiguous meaning of them to Anthony’s expulson from school. He said, “There was a
kid here last year. He was awacko. | mean you don’t joke about killing people. You
know, | mean, peaple joke about killing people, but you can like say, ‘I’'m going to kill
you' likeyou're just joking, but he wasn't joking. He was redlly, redly violent. Soit'sa
good thing that he was sent to aternative school.” Though some teachers worried that
Timony’sidentity as abad student was reminiscent of Anthony’ s identity, Timony
positioned himsdlf outsde of and different from that identity.

Timony was adept at accepting and refusing categories that identified him and
made assumptions about him based upon his popular culture interests. And though he
acknowledged the meanings that others ascribed to texts, his own uses of popular culture
attempted to push againgt those identities that positioned him as adolescent, less
knowledgeable, and deviant. He tried often to use his popular culture interests to push

agang those assumptions that categorized him and to create new identities and categories
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where he could be knowledgeable and could speak up without getting into trouble. At the
same time he understood quite well that, to his teachers and parents, his popular culture
interests unsettled them.

The teachers defined Timony based upon assumptions about the texts he used at
school and the categories that produced him and made him recognizable as a particular
person. Attributing particular meanings to the texts in Timony’s life, the teachers were
concerned about the power the text had over Timony to influence him to act in particular
ways. To the teachers, Timony was identified as a“bad student.” None of histeachers
attributed any of Timony’s free-choice texts as gppropriate for school. None of his
teachers saw his uses of popular culture as a push against the categories that defined him
as abad or disturbed student. Timony, on the other hand, aptly understood that the
popular culture texts he used perpetuated the very same identity that teachers perceived
as threatening.

By connecting his knowledge of current events related to the girl’ s suspension for
bringing a Tweety Bird key chain to school to his commentary about Alex’ s guitar pick,
Timony exhibited a different way of being, pushing againgt sabilization of the meaning
of wegpons and of an identity that adolescerts are violent. At the same time, Timony
acknowledged that adolescents are capable of being violent, citing Anthony asan
example and exhibiting an acknowledgement of identity categorizing.

At the often tenuous intersection of sometimes discrete and sometimes
overlapping categories and assumptions, readers take up different stances. By looking
across the ways that popular culture texts produced identities for Timony and the ways

that Timony pushed back on those identities, what becomes more apparent is the
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ingability of the identities to keep him positioned as a particular person: adisturbed
teenager or abad student. Re-examining Timony and the events related to violence
exemplifies how his uses of texts kept notions of himsdlf ever-changing and sometimes
corflicting.

In school Timony accepted the identities given to him while dso trying to push
againg them. To Timony, texts meant nothing in particular (eg., the meaning of hist-
shirts), and therefore text could mean anything (e.g., if akey chain can be awesapon, why
can't aguitar pick be one?). In thisway, Timony illustrated the complexity of movement
across categories, sometimes erratic, sometimes fluid, which alowed him to push against
the forces that named him and categorized him as a particular kind of person.

Timony’s own uses of texts showed how his readings congtantly changed the text
and himsdlf in an attempt to move outside of identities that produced him as a particular
person. He tried to push away any identity that produced him as bad, or like Anthony,
and he cdled attention to the schoal’ s practices of producing particular identitiesin texts,
such as naming dl key chains as wegpons. These activities became outlets for Timony to
cregte new ways of being—not to be bad or rebdllious. The trouble, however, with
Timony’s activitiesisthat his efforts went unnoticed by the adults as an attempt to undo
being labeled as a particular kind of person, of having a particular identity. Within the
context of school Timony was most importantly considered a student who wasin a
particular phase or sage in life—that of being an adolescent. From this student identity,
he was expected to know less about the world and about subject matter than his teachers
and to act accordingly. These identities predominated and held firm, as did the identity of

being a disturbed teenager and a bad student, and adult interpretations of Timony’s



actions only further exacerbated the popularized identity of arebellious teenager that

often landed Timony in trouble at school.
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CHAPTER 3:

READING PLEASURES: BODIES, BOY'S, AND POPULAR CULTURE

Asian exchangg students
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Popular cultureis, for sure, associated with pleasures, as Tommy, A, Amanda,
Tee, Rosa, L’il J, and Timony told me and showed me over and over again. But the word
pleasure said in the same sentence with adolescents and popular culture often causes
adultsto bristlel When pleasure is discussed and seen as gppropriate, it is most often
asociated with intdlectua pursuits of the mind, of the sheer enjoyment of getting lost in
agood book, or of the aesthetic appreciation of developing rationa senshilities through
reading books. Adolescents' reading pleasures often conjure up images of youngsters

curled up on asofa engrossed in thick novels and oblivious to the world around them or
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depicted in scenes of adolescents reading together in a cozy book nook, sharing books or
meagazines, smiling, perhaps pointing to illugtrations. And reading for pleasure often only
counts in school during sllent reading time if adolescents are reading print-based texts.
Rarely, however, are adolescents' reading pleasures connected to non-print texts—things
like movies, Japanese animé, and sports—and to uses of texts that move beyond print-
based reading.

Adolescents pleasures are most often acknowledged and used to promote reading
of school-sanctioned texts. In this way, reading printed texts pairs with pleasure. It's not
uncommon to see photographs or posters of musicians and movie stars who are popular
among adolescents advertising the pleasures that print-based reading hasto offer. Posters
adorn my office in the Reading Education Department a the University of Georgia,
reminding me that stars who are considered cool and associated with pleasures from ther
music or movies promote the idea that reading books, as a product, is cool and
pleasurable too. The band membersof R.E.M., for example, St amidst severa bookswith
prominently displayed spines srategicaly placed in clear view for reading the titles.
Works by authors such as Flannery O’ Connor, Oscar Wilde, and Max Schulman, for
example, are the exemplarsincluded in this poster to advertise pleasures to be found in
text reading. | dso have taped to my office door a poster of Jake Lloyd, the teenage star
iNStar Wars: Episode 1, The Phantom Menace, reclined in arowboat reading Ender’s
Game (one of the st fi books from a series written about Ender, a gifted student, which
Timony and | both tremendoudy liked). The bottom of the poster says, “ Get caught

reading!” Hmmm, | wonder...Get caught reading what? Ismy viewing of the poster
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considered reading? What pleasures are produced and constructed from getting caught
reading something other than a book?

Posters advertising the intellectua pleasures that reading books have to offer are
often the artwork that decorate the walls of libraries and schools. One such poster hung in
the Kehara State High School Media Center. Benesth a detailed illusiration of afar-away
and imaginary land filled with cartoonesque Japanese animé creatures with big eyes and
tiny bodies was the caption, “Read: Fantasize new worlds” Jennaand Taryn, the media
pecidigts a Kehara, promoted reading, both in the texts that they provided for check-out
and the way that the Media Center was laid out. The Media Center was often packed with
students before school, during morning tea, or at lunch. There, the students spent time
reading books and magazines, talking with friends at severa large round tables, and
surfing the Internet. Students at K ehara were encouraged to engage their minds with a bit
of text to obtain that sense of pleasure. Taryn noted that students most often frequented
the Media Center during lunch so that they could work on projects and read. “The
Internet has made it so that kids read more books,” she said. “It has linked them to
information about good books related to their subject area studies.”

But what if fantasizing new worlds for reading extends beyond the cerebra
pleasures stimulated from getting lost in agood book? What if young peoplé€ s reading
pleasures seep out of the realm of printed texts deemed gppropriate for intellectud
pleasures (e.g., reading Edgar Allan Poe or even the newest literary genius, JK. Rowling)
and into the realm of pleasures created from visua texts of the popular—sports, computer

media, and Asian animé, for instance? And, what happens when adolescents' reading
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habits actudize rather than fantasi ze worlds where pleasure manifests itsdlf in using
popular culture to read bodies?

The phrase reading texts is al too often only associated with reading the printed
word. However, images, such astelevison, posters, clothing, and even people, act as
texts that are read, interpreted, and used everyday. When televison is viewed, audiences
read the images to make sense of them. When | read the poster of Jake LIoyd, | read not
only the words but dso the image of him relaxing in the rowboat. And when people are
with one another, they read each other’ s bodies. People read bodies when in conversation
in order to try to understand what others are saying nonverbaly. Bodiesare dso read in
relation to popular culture—in the clothing people choose to wear, the language they use,
and the gestures and actions they convey non-verba communication. Bodies, like print-
based books, are texts that are read, and people often find pleasure in reading one
another’ sbodies. Tommy and A were two such boys whose uses of popular culture
included not only reading print-based texts for intellectud pleasure, but dso using their
understandings of popular culture to produce and construct readings of bodies. (The map
at the beginning of the chapter illustrates how others read Tommy and A as depicted in
the connections of the red lines and how Tommy and A used popular culture to push
againg and to create new and different ways of reading themsdves and their bodies using
popular culture, as shown with the orange lines.)

Mere gppearance aone gave no glimpse that these two boys were anything dlike.
More likely, they seemed like the odd couple. A immigrated to Audtrdia, having lived
thefirsg 10 years of hislifein asmal fishing village in China. During two years of

primary school (Grades 6 and 7) and one year of high school (Grade 8) in Audtrdian



public schoals, A honed his English skills and learned how to fit into Augtrdian culture.
When | met him, he consdered himsdf bilingua in Chinese and English, and wanted to
be apart of the study in order to practice his English and to “ make friends with someone
from America” At the sametime, A was apprehensve about participating in the sudy
because as he said, “1 don't know if | can represent an Audtrdian identity.” In short, he
understood that he was an outsider from another place, and he wanted to be clear that he
thought that his interests might differ from other kidswho had grown up living in
Audrdia

A was atdl 13-year-old. His straight, black hair was cut short, and it tood up in
different places on his head. His dark brown eyes and furled brow often lightened up and
relaxed when he grinned and laughed. A spent most of his afternoons aone after school
while his parents worked &t the loca university where his mother was a doctord student
in chemigtry and his father ran computer andyses for the Engineering Department.
Usualy A’ s afternoons consisted of doing homework, playing sport at aloca park, and
surfing the Internet on an old lgptop computer that his parents had bought for him. On the
Internet, he mostly read junk email that he received from listservs he joined and chatted
with strangers on yahooteen chat. He felt that these activities heped him to improve his
English.

Onceaweek A aso delivered a neighborhood newspaper, and was saving his
money to pay for atrip to Chinato see the friends and family he left behind. (He had
saved 900 Audtrdian dollarswhen | met him.) A enjoyed school, and he prided himsdlf

on being a hard-working student. On Saturdays, he attended Chinese School, and he
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hosted a Chinese student, He W, for two weeks through an exchange program at
Kehara

A wasdso wdl liked at Kehara. Asabig, muscular boy, he was atdented athlete,
excdling in track and Audtrdian football. He dso liked computers, computer games, and
chatting online, and he described himsdf as“funny, strong, and happy.”

Tommy seemed the opposite of A. Born in Audrdia, Tommy was of English
descent. His father had been a high school maths teacher, and he wrote the currently
adopted Grade 8 maths text used at Kehara. Tommy’ s father had left education and begun
working for the Ministry of Transportation, and his mother worked part timeasa
cosmetic consultant so that she could have flexible hours to be & homein the afternoon
with Tommy and his younger brother, Richie. Tommy was quite small and skinny at 12-
years-old, with long, straight blonde hair and blue eyes. His pale, white skin burned
eadly, even during the middle of an Audrdian winter. Like A, Tommy vaued school
and worked diligently to continue his successes as a good student. He described himsdlf
as “sengtive, caring, and thoughtful.”

Tommy’ s afternoons were booked with extracurriculars—playing trumpet in the
school orchestra, taking golf lessons, playing soccer. When he wasn't at coordinated
activities, he spent time at home, playing on the computer, drawing Japanese-inspired
animé, and designing a Dragonball Z (DBZ) webste. Tommy’sinterests in Japanese
popular culture had begun sometime before he learned about DBZ. As he explained, “ At
my primary school | wasredly into Pokémon, and | knew about it Sx months before
everyone d<e. | collected everything—the cards, the games, the figurines. Buit it just got

too popular, and too many people liked it. And it got too commercidized, and that iswhy
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| stopped liking it because | prefer something that is a bit more to yourself. So | stopped
playing the game. Then | found Dragonball Z, which is much better because the whole
school is't talking about it, but afew people likeit.”

Tommy was monolingua in English, but he was learning Japanese so that he
could watch and understand DBZ cartoons in Japanese and go to Japan on a student-
exchange program through Kehara. He was one of four Grade 8 students at Keharawho
hosted an exchange student from Japan. Y uki, atal and thin Japanese girl, spent two
weeks living with Tommy and his family and attending Tommy’s classes at Kehara
Tommy enjoyed Y uki’s company because they shared interestsin Asan culture and

Japanese animé.

1/6/00

DEAR MARGARET,
THIS AORNVINVG WHEN § GOT UP, i TURNVED THE TV 0iv S0 AS i COULD Eivd
0UT WHAT WAS HAPPENiING (v DRAGONSALL Z. iT CONTINVUES EROA THE
1AST EPISODE S0 i Lik€ T0 SEE CACH OVE. YUK MY JAPANVESE STUDENT
LiKES DRAGONVBALL Z T00. i TALK T0 HER DURINVG THE ADDS S0 AS i (Al
IMPRIVE ANY JAPANVESE... Y UKT COANES TO ALL AAY SUBJECTS. T THIVK
THIS 15 T0 IAMPROVE HER ENVGLISH. i DON'T LiKE TAKiNG HER T0 ALL THE
LESSONS BECAUSE i €EEL SHE HAS TROUBLE BUT SHE ANANAGES ALL
RIGHT...FOR DiviVER WE TOOK YUK T A (HinveESE RESTAURANT A SHE
TAUGHT US How CHOPSTICKS ARE DIEEERENT iy (HivA AND JAPAN.
ACTERWARDS WE TO0K HER UP T0 [A HiGH SPOTI T0 S€€ THE CITY AT IViGHT.
WHENV WE GOT HOANE, | WROTE THIS AND MOW i A GOiVG T0 §€D
STRAIGHTAWAY. GOODN..ZZZZ, TOMMY

Tommy and A had attended different primary schoals, so they didn’t meet until

they both enrolled as Grade 8 students at Kehara. Assignment to the same form, which
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aigned their course schedules so that they had dl their classes together, and mutua
interests resulted in afriendship that began on the first day of school. Recaling thelr first
mesting, Tommy sad, “Yeah, | thought [A] looked like Chinese or Japanese or
something. | thought he was Chinese, but | thought...well um Dragonball Z is Japanese
and Chinese, and wdll, it ismainly Japanese. But in Chinall thought he might know of it,
s0 then | thought we could start up a conversation.”

Although A knew dl about DBZ, he actudly didn’t share Tommy’s pleasuresin
the animé. The Dragonball animé series originated in 1982 in Jgpan, and A had dready
seen dl the sagas (Dragonball, GT, and Z) in China before moving to Audtrdia The
series had only recently aired in Audralia. Dragonball Z and dl the paraphernaia that
went with it was awagte of time and money, A indsted. Ashe explained, “It isn't too
interesting anymore. I’ ve seen dl of them, and yeah it' s boring. | can’t be bothered with
that. Kidsloveit for aperiod, and then it goes away. It' slike Pokémon. Everyone loved it
when they came out...One year kids have 100 of the cards, and then one year later they
just have none left, so it's not trendy anymore. It's just too expensive, and | have other
thingsto learn.”

A and Tommy didn’'t share pleasuresin Dragonball Z, but they did share an
interest in computer games, information technology, and sports. And, each one admired
something about the other’ s prowess in one of these areas. A, for example, was awell-
respected athlete among the students at Kehara, and was known for his running abilities
and grength. He often represented Kehara a locd ahletics carniva competitions with
other schools, and he consstently was among the top five competitors. A loved sport and

was naturdly agile. He explained, “I play every kind of Austraian sport like rugby
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league, AFL [Australian Footbd |l League], soccer. Well, every country can play soccer. |
can play, um, soccer and cricket. But | did not play that in China. Therés no such thing
like cricket in China” For A, playing sport in Austrdia was popular culture and away for
him to be accepted by the other Audtrdian boysin his class because they recognized his
talents. “1 am pretty good, like a running. In AFL, you need fast people. So | cando it
like the other boys. In like rugby league, you need stronger people. I'm pretty strong. So |
can play that too.” Often, his didogue journds focused on his interests in computers and

his engagement in sports-related events.

From Aacrazycat

To: mhagood

Sent: Monday, July 24, 2000 9:15 P. M
Subject: this is A

Hi Margaret:

I will tell you what | do after school:

After | have done nmy hone works, the tine is left to ne.
Sonmetinmes | read a book but nostly | amon the conputer

| amreally good at conputers, especially at conputer
ganmes. | think I have finished about 30 big ganes, e.g.
Age of Enpires, KKND, Sintity 2000, Red Alert, and a |ot
nore.l like to [go] on the Internet because | want to
nmeet lots of friends in the chatroom And sonetines |
pl ay sport at the park by ny house. | was a chanpion in
ny primary school. | won everything except two things so
| amreally good at sport. That is all!!! Cheers, A

Tommy aso liked sport, especiadly soccer and Audraian footbal (footie). He
wanted to play with A and the other boys during pick-up games at morning tea or lunch,
but they often made fun of Tommy for his petite Sze and diminutive festures. The other
boys regularly prohibited him from entering their games, and though A didn’t get

involved when the other boys acted this way toward Tommy, he certainly didn’t
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encourage Tommy to play ether. The teachers at Kehara worried about Tommy, saying
that other, bigger boys picked on him *because he is small and has an effeminate face.”

More often than not, Tommy was excluded from the footie game and left the ova
to hang out with a group of Asian boyswho played handbal and talked about Dragonball
Z, computer graphicsrelated to artwork and design, and Asian culture. Though Tommy
and A rardly spent time together on the ova playing sport, they did hang out together in
the morning before classes began, during morning tea, and sometimes after school to play
on and to talk about computers. The two boys had formed a partnership to play a
computer-smulated game of the Audtrdian Stock Exchange that had been ingtituted for
high school students, and they were competing to win $1000. Sometimes their
conversations about computers also included their research on stocks they thought
prudent to buy.

Tommy had access to state- of-the-art computer technology a home, too. He
owned a Pentium desktop computer, a scanner, a color printer, a Nintendo 64, and a Play
Station, and severa expensive computer software games—none of which A had a home.
With access to this equipment, Tommy had taught himsdalf how to use various software
programs. He aso had begun to create hisown DBZ web page, which A didn’t know how
to make and had asked Tommy to teach him.

Each boy had something that the other one wanted. Tommy wanted to be good at
gports like A and to be accepted into the group with the other boys. And A wanted
Tommy to teach him how to make awebpage.

One afternoon, A and Tommy wanted to go to Mcers (McDonalds) after school to

get asundae and talk. While the three of us sat outsde near the brightly painted jungle
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gym eating caramel and chocolate sundaes, the two boys began to discuss what made
them friends.

“We both redlly like computers,” noted Tommy.

“Yeah,” A piped in. “Tommy has realy good equipment.”

“Yeah, and we a0 like are pretty sporty. We both redly like soccer,” Tommy
said, and then turned to A. “You do like soccer, don't you A?’

A shrugged his shoulders, and Tommy continued. “ And we like to play footbdl,
and also...”

“But Tommy,” A interjected, “but sometimes other people don’'t want Tommy to
play because...”

“Nobody thinks I’m any good at anything onthe ova,” Tommy finished A’s
sentence. “But it's actudly,” he paused, “1 may not be good &t it, but they should &t least
give me achance.”

| looked back and forth between Tommy and A. They both fdll slent suddenly.
“They won't let you play?’ | directed my question to Tommy.

Tommy sat forward in his seat and put down his sundae. “Y eah, sometimes they
don't like let me play, like they go, ‘ Oh you got Tommy on your team? So like they
aren't very niceto me.”

A glanced over a Tommy and then a me, but he didn’t say anything. “And do
you have, do you have the same thing going on, A7’ | asked.

Before A could say anything, Tommy quickly responded, “No, A’s popular.
Everyone likes A. Heislike redly good a everything. He sredly good in sports. Heis

redly good like at touch, like running; he' sredly fast, and he’ s good at soccer and
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everything.” Henodded a A, and then went on. “I’m good at soccer; | can be good at
soceer, but some of the guys have something againgt me. Like | say, as soon as| waked
up, | went to give A something for ASX [the stock broker online game they're playing as
partners], and they were playing soccer, and | knew that they weren't going to let me play
assoon as| waked out. Tim said, ‘No, Tommy, you aren’t playing,” and he doesn’t even
turn to me. He just knowsthat I'm there, and | just go, ‘Yeahright,” and | just walk, and |
go back, but it's sort of like it's pretty mean. That day | wasn't even going to stay.” He
paused and then picked up his sundae again and began edting.

“Yeah,” A replied, “They areredly into sport. Maybe I'll talk to Tommy about
it, but if | say something to them they will pick on me.”

Turning to face A, Tommy said, “ Y eah, but they could listen to you, too,”

“They won't listen to me,” A countered immediately.

But Tommy pergasted. “Y eah they could. They could listen to you. They would
ligentoyou. You'rebig.” Stopping amoment to think, Tommy then suggested, “They
would ligen to you if you say, ‘ Ah, why don't you let him play, or something.” Then,
they might, they might listen to me. They wouldn’t make me leave or anything. They
wouldn't say, ‘No, you aren't playing.” Tommy looked at A and waited.

A thought for amoment and then said matter-of-factly, “Tommy, you have to
grow taller. No one will becdling....”

Tommy interrupted, saying “1 know I'll have a growth spurt, and then everyone
will say, ‘Hey, you come over here!” Then, I'll go and talk with them.” Tommy sat back

in his seat and laughed.



A laughed too, and reasoned to me, “| think al the problems are because Tommy
issolittle”

“But why should anyone care about being smdl or big?’ | asked. | wasn't
following.

“They don't care about that. Likeit's about play,” A explained. “Tommy can't, he
can't like run as fast as me and even other people. HE s not strong yet.”

“Yeah, and when | am big, then I’ll catch the bal,” Tommy laughed sarcadticaly.
“Gogh, the world would be chaotic if | caught the bal. What would become of the world
if I caught the ball?’

A looked to Tommy, but didn’t say anything.

Tommy paused. “Why then everyone would say, ‘ Tommy, you caught the ball.
Good onyal™”

And they both fel out laughing uncontrollably.

Intherealm of A’sand Tommy’ sinterests in sports that they deemed popular
culture, they redlized that bodies were important and that boys read each others bodies
and attributed certain features to their bodies related to their understanding of proper
identities for successful play in athletics. To be sure, A’s body and his generd athletic
abilitiesfit the Augtrdian mae, athletic identities that these boys—and their peers for that
matter—held for playing sport on the oval. Tommy’s body, on the other hand, was
compared to the proper body size and identity for playing sport, and the reading of his
body type didn't fit into what was consdered acceptable. In order for Tommy to play
gport with the other boys, he must become big and strong. At first, Tommy disputed A’s

rationale and even tried to seek A’ s assistance to speak to the other boys on Tommy’'s
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behdf. But once A explained that the other boys wouldn’t pay attention to him and that
Tommy’ s performance had much to do with his height and strength, Tommy agreed.
Tommy then began to fantasize future encounters where his body fit the proper athletic
identity, and others would recruit him to play sport.

Tommy would like to play sport with the others, but he dlowed himsdf to be
produced by identities and images made popular within the arena of masculinities and
gports. He at firgt tried to negate the idea that boys have to have a particular kind of body
and identity to play sport; indeed, he even solicited A’ s assistance to get the other boysto
see him differently. But sensing that the assumed identity was too strong and that A
wasn't going to stick up for him, Tommy quickly bought into A’slogic. This practice of
excluding Tommy from playing sport with the other boys made sense to both Tommy and
A, even though they both thought the other boys were unkind in their excluson of
Tommy. They both felt that they coudn’t directly push against the identities accepted to
play sport on the ova. Ultimately, both Tommy and A dlowed the othersto produce
identities onto them based upon their readings of the body and to determine who wasto
be included or excluded from play.

The other Grade 8 boys at Kehara further produced Tommy’ sidentity as
effeminate because of his other popular culture interests. At Kehara, Tommy won severd
High Achievement Awards for his artwork, and teachers recognized him as a talented
artist. But the other boys consistently picked on him because he liked Dragonball Z and
art, and many of the athletic boys often took advantage of his smdl stature and tried to
push onto him a particular gendered identity. One day when A was absent from school,

Tommy st at atable talking with Allan (Tommy and A’s Taiwanese friend who was dso
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interested in DBZ and computers) before a socia studies lesson began. Tommy twirled
his metd pencil case around in circles on the tabletop as they talked. The Dragonball Z
characters and the kanji that Tommy had painted atop the pencil case blurred into a swirl
of colors with each spin he gaveit.

Simon, aboy who regularly teased Tommy and prohibited him from playing
footie during morning tea, overheard their conversation about their recent picks of good
Dragonball Z websites. SSimon walked over to the table where Tommy and Allan s&t. He
pulled up a chair behind Tommy, and sat down so that Tommy was boxed in—the table
in front of him and Simon’s chair behind him. Tommy cortinued talking with Allan,
ignoring Simon. Then Simon grabbed the back of Tommy’s chair and tipped it back so
that Tommy’ s head arched and nearly touched the floor. “People who like DBZ are
wussies,” he sneered.

Tommy looked up a Simon and replied camly, “Then you are cdling Allan a
wuss.”

Allan didn't say anything.

Simon pulled up on the chair, and then let it go. Tommy teetered on the seet for a
moment and then caught his balance so that the chair righted itself and al four legs hit
the floor smultaneoudy. He smiled closed-mouthed directly a& Smon, seemingly
pleased with his baancing act.

“Why do you likeit, Tommy?" Simon continued his bullying. “It's like Chinese
Suff.”

“No, it'snot!” Tommy retorted. “1t's cool!” he said, and turned back to the table.
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Simon yelled across the room to the other boys, “Tommy’s hosting a Japanese
girl! That will work just fine for him. He is going to show her al his Dragonball Zed
Suff.”

Tommy looked a me and grinned. “Those guys are so immeature!” he remarked,
shaking his head.

“Doesit bother you?’ | asked.

Tommy looked at hiswatch. “No, it just takes up too much time,” he said, and
then resumed his conversation with Allan. Allan had remained silent throughout the
episode.

Over and over again, the Audtrdian boys hasded Tommy, odracizing him from
playing sport and teesing him about hisinterestsin Dragonball Z. Tommy’ sinterest in
Dragonball Z codesced with hisinterestsin art. One afternoon at his house, he showed
me a bulletin board of his own animé creetions that he drew by hand, scanned, and then

printed from a color printer attached to his computer.
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Looking at the corkboard, he said, “I love, | redly love drawing. | redly
appreciate the pictures that animé artists draw because | know how hard they are. Like
when they fight, | like that because the drawing isredly, redly good. It's actudly quite
amazing how they draw them. It’ sinteresting how the story sort of continues on and on
and on, and people get more powerful. | mean when | draw one, I’'m drawing it from
another thing. I’'m copying it. But when they do drawing they arejust doing it out of their
heads, and it just looks so redidtic. If you have alook &t [the characters] hair and their
faces, they areredly smal and sort of detailled and dl the shadowing makes them look
redlly good. It takes me aredly long time to draw one picture let aone thousands and
thousands per show.”

Tommy actudly spent alot of hisfree time outsde of school developing his

interests in artwork. One Sunday, he wrote:

20/08/00

Today when I got up this morning it was about 9:00 and everyone
was up accept for mum. We had breakfast at half past and had
scrambled eggs. Then I watched Business Sunday until it finished
at about 10:30 which is when I started watching the show A Wash
with Colours. This is a show about water colour painting which I
enjoy watching because I like to draw and would like to paint in the
future. The artist showed how to mix paints for a watercolour.
Next up I watched a show Shabby Chic which is about a lady who
designs rooms so they look stylish (chic) using some shabby
materials. It went well with A Wash with Colours....and as you know,
I like art stuff.




The following week during art class, Tommy used what he had learned from the
televison shows in his own design work a school. He was working on alandscape
picture of atree, and when the teacher passed him in the classsoom Tommy asked, “Do
you ever watch A Wash with Colours?’

The teacher stopped next to him and replied, “No, I’ ve never seenit.”

Going back to his painting, Tommy continued as his teacher looked over his
shoulder. “It' s on the Lifestyle channd, and it's an Irish man who isan artist. Hetells you
what to do to make awatercolor painting. He says that 90% is mixing colors and 10% is
drawing. | watched this weekend, and | learned dl this stuff about drawing and mixing
paint. He used a picture he had taken to paint a landscape.”

“ 1 don't know it,” the teacher said. “I’ll have to have alook for it.”

Haskdl and Stephen, two boys who often made fun of Tommy during art
class, ligened to Tommy’ s discussion with the teacher. When she walked away,

Haskell ydled out, “Y eah, Tommy, you would know about that show. Y ou wimp!”
Tommy didn't respond. The teacher didn’t either. Tommy just continued drawing.

The following week the Chinese exchange studentsthat A and Allan were to
host arrived for atwo week vist. He Wel and Lim attended dl of A’s, Allan’'s, and
Tommy's dasses. He We spoke alittle English, but he mostly communicated
through A. During the two weeks, when A went down to play footie on the ova
during morning tea.and lunch, He Wel hung out with Allan, Lim, Tommy, and afew
other boys who spent their free time together discussing Japanese animé. While
Tommy hung out with the Chinese students, he found that their shared interestsin

Japanese animé produced a different identity for him—one that contradicted the
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demeaning identity that the boys on the ova produced for him. This different
identity production of Tommy’s body began in his didogue journd entry one day

dfter school.

30/08/00

Dear Margaret

today when 1 left the house and got to school neither A or Allan were
there yet until we all went into the library for form and A told me that
he had a Chinese student who is really good at English and Allan also
had a student who he didn't really tell me much about. But I got to
meet them both when we had SOSE [social studies] and Haskell was
making fun of A’s student. when the lesson ended He Wei [A’s student]
said that he thought I was lovely (Haskell absolutely cracked up). Then
He Wei said that he wanted to take a photo of me after class. It turned
out that we didn't have enough time to take a photo so | went straight
to Jap.... Goodnight, Tommy

During the next severd days, two other incidents occurred that pushed against
Tommy’s own undersgtanding of identity that the Australian boys had produced for him.
Tommy found that the Chinese students liked him. He explained in detail another
incident that he didn’t understand and that pushed againgt his own perceptions of
language use and identities.

“After He Wel wanted to take my picture, there was Quin Ma, a Chinese girl, and
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she wanted to meet me,” Tommy said, recdling the incident. “She thought, | think it
might have been because, well, she asked meif she could be my big sste—if | wanted a
big sgter. And she said that | could have one, that she could be mine. But dso, He Wel
sad to her that | was cute, and Allan said, ‘He Wel just said | was cute,” and | thought
that didn’t sound too good coming from a mde student.” Tommy thought for a moment
and then continued on. “But | don’t think he redly, | don’t think he understood the way
that we use...l mean, if | said that another boy was cute, everyone would say that I'm a
bit queer. But he didn’t redlly redize thet, | don't think. Well, it wasredly funny!” he
exclamed. “ | laughed, but | said, ‘Hey, that’s not funny!” And Allan said, ‘It' strue. That
iswhat He We said.” But then A said that the Chinese people think | am cute because |
am 90 little, like ananimé character.”

Unlike before when A refused to take up for Tommy with the Ausdtralian boys on
the ovd s0 tha Tommy could play sport, in this case he felt confident to assst Tommy
and to help Tommy see that having asmall body and smdl features was perceived as cute
and good. A used his own knowledge of Japanese animé and of Chinese culture to
vaidate the Chinese sudents production of a new identity for Tommy. In this context
with Asan sudents and Tommy, A fet confident that al would listen and believe what
he said, whereas A didn’t fed comfortable when thinking about defending Tommy on the
ovd to the other Audtrdian boys. In this situation, rather than saying “ They won't listen
to me” as he argued previoudy with Tommy, A felt assured of himsdf to help Tommy
out.

The following week another incident occurred where Tommy’ s body was

characterized in relation to popular culture. Allan and Lim, A and He Wel, and Tommy



sat at arectangular table together during art. None of the boys talked to each other, as
each was engrossed in aproject. A, Allan, and Tommy had drawings to complete that
needed to be submitted to the art teacher at the end of the lesson, and each was
determined to finish. While these boys picked up the art materids they needed, the
teacher gave Lim and He Wel large pieces of white paper and asked A and Allan to
trandate for her that they could draw whatever they’ d like during next the 50 minutes.

All the boys settled in and began working, each on his own project. With the
exception of afew students who sat discussing their own work at different tablesthe
room was slent. About hafway through the lesson, Lim handed Tommy his drawing.
Drawn in bold black paint strokes that took up most of the paper was an animé caricature
of aboy’sface. The face was small with petite festures and sraight long hair. Tommy
was written diagonally in the right corner in block letters. And in the background around
his name was sketched an interwoven heart and a clover. Tommy studied it for a minute
and smiled.

“Thisis quite nice. Thank you,” he said to Lim.

Tommy put the drawing down next to his own watercolor painting he was
finishing. A reached across the desk and grabbed the picture. He glanced at it and
laughed, and turned around in his chair to show a couple of girls who aso laughed.

“Tommy, you' d be lucky to look like that picture,” Sarah commented
sarcadticaly.

Tommy continued painting, and didn’t look up.
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A took apaintbrush and quickly painted a black moustache and whiskers and red
horns on the caricature, and then handed it back to Tommy. The smdl caricature now
looked less like Tommy and more like agrinning devil.

Tommy picked it up and said, “Hey, thanks A! Why did you have to go and wreck
it? It was quite nice! | could have used it!”

Tommy crossed out his name on the paper and wrote A on top of the X on top of
his own name. He gave it back to A. Allan grabbed it and laughed, and then A grabbed it
back, looked at it, smiled, and tore the picture into tiny pieces.

Inthisepisode, A and Tommy were not only surrounded by the Chinese students
(as before) but also by Audtrdian students. When A saw that the Chinese students
produced Tommy as a Japanese animé character, he seemed to make fun of it, showing it
to the girls behind him and getting them to rib Tommy, too. A seemed to want to produce
Tommy through the same smdl and effeminate body that the Australian boys produced
for him on the ovd. But then, when Sarah commented that Tommy might “be lucky to
look like that picture,” A seemed to think that the girls thought the drawing was
flattering, and so A changed it, adding the moustache and the horns so it no longer looked
like Tommy a al.

At firg Tommy liked the drawing and seemed appreciative to haveit. He didn't at
all seemed disturbed by the heart that surrounded his name or the fact that Lim—amde
sudent—had drawn a picture of him. But once A changed it so that it no longer seemed
to resemble Tommy’ s likeness, Tommy saw no use for it himsalf. He decided that the
devil was more in kegping with A’s actions, and Tommy changed the name on the

artwork from hisown to A.



Tommy and A continuoudy produced identities for one another through their
adding to the picture. With each change made, the caricature morphed into something
that was findly unrecognizable as either A or Tommy. It seemed that when A ripped the
paper into shreds and the two boys laughed, then the identity production standoff between
them ceased.

Tommy'sinterests in popular culture—sport, Japanese animé, and computers—
worked together to produce identity for Tommy and for Tommy to congtruct his own
notions of himsaf. Hisfriends and his own uses of texts reveded an intricate illustration
of the pleasures adolescents have in their uses of the body and popular culture. In many
ways the popular culture texts produced a particular way of being for these boys, and they
used stereotypica texts of masculinity to define who they should be. If they wereto like
sport, they needed to be strong, muscular, and fast. Because Tommy’s body didn’t fit this
build, other Grade 8 boys consstently produced an identity for him as an outsider.
Furthermore, Tommy’sinterest in art and drawing and itsrelation to Dragonball Z
dienated him from the group of boys that played foctie as they produced an effeminate
identity for him.

Y et Tommy was confronted with conflicting readings and uses of hisbody in
different contexts. In one Stuation, he became accustomed to his identity being produced
as awimp and awuss because of his smal stature. However, the Chinese students
reactions to Tommy and to his petite Size were quite different. Both mae and femae
Chinese students seem enamored of Tommy, thinking that his petite figure and features

were masculine attributes Smilar to those produced in Japanese animé.
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Tommy was unsure what to do with the Chinese students perceptions of physique
that challenged commonly held assumptions of terminology such as lovely and cute and
that contradicted his understanding of identity that boys had to be big and athletic and
grong. Lim’'sdrawing of Tommy (inclusive of the heart), He We’ s desre to take
Tommy’s picture, and descriptions of Tommy as lovely and cute caused Tommy to
rethink his own perceptions of how others read his body to determine an identity for him.
Unlike on the ova where strength and body size determined acceptance into a particular
group of boys, an identity produced from a smdl body frame as part of Japanese animé
was not only acceptable but aso favorable to the Chinese students.

Tommy’s own interests in popular culture brought about the challenges of
perceptions of himsdlf through his understanding of language used to describe and
condruct an identity of being a certain kind of boy. Being little, lovely, and small were
complimentary terms not derogatory ones, causng Tommy to reread himsdlf. Asinthe
previous example, it took A’sinput and explanation that Tommy seemed like an animé
character for Tommy to grasp anew way of being that pushed against notions of boyhood
he had learned about from the Augtradian boys on the oval.

Severd weeks later, after the Chinese students had left, Tommy had an
opportunity to construct his own way of being, both pushing againg and using the
identities that marked him as awuss. One morning the students stood outside waiting for
the art teacher to come and open the door for them. Severad boys began pushing against
each other, and soon Haskell, Simon, and Pat encircled Tommy and shoved up against
him. Tommy crossed his arms over his chest and bounced back and forth off of them, like

the little metd bdl in apinbal machine. He laughed as they taunted him, cdling him a
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wusse and awimp. Tommy replied, “When you push me, you like it. You re the one
tryingtofancy me.” A got pushed into the circle as the circle pushed into him. A pushed
on Tommy and said, “Tommy, get off me!” and Tommy pushed back, saying “Y ou stop
pushing me!” They laughed as the other boys pushed them around.

Tommy, having been produced with contradictory identities by the Australian and
Chinese students, had fun with this rough-housing that the boys participated in. He was
able to throw the identities back onto the Austrdian boys who perceived his diminutive
Sze asdespicable. A, being big and strong, wasn't teased at dl by the Audtrdian boys.
But interegtingly, A, like the other Audtrdian boys picked on Tommy in thisincident,
tdling Tommy to get off of him.

Oncein at, Tommy began working on a Buddha sculpture that he had shaped out
of clay. During class, Haskell passed by him and stopped to examine the Buddha. “That's
cool!” he remarked.

“Thanks.”

Overhearing Haskell’s comment, Simon walked over, and said, “Yeah, isit strong
enough to take a punch?’ He hit the day lightly with his hand.

Tommy jumped yp from his seat and said, “ Stop! Get awvay, Simon. You are
going to wreck it.”

“Cdm down Tommy!” Simon laughed as he walked away. “Y ou are freaking out.
You little wimp.”

Pat, who was seeted at an adjacent table, chimed in. “Y eah, Tommy, you little
freak.”

Tommy stood guard over his sculpture and said, “ Shut up you guys.”



Haskdl waked away from Tommy and over to Simon and Pat. “Tommy isn't a
freak. Leave him done.”

Tommy and A looked a each other and amiled.

Aswe |eft the art room, Tommy, A, and | crossed the open field on our way to
their computer class.

“What happened in there during class with those other boys?’ | asked.

“I don't know redly,” Tommy said.

“But | thought they were so mean,” | said, trying to defend Tommy.

“Those boys aren't too bad,” Tommy said. “They don't really mean anything by
it. | have become used to it.”

“Redly?’ | was stunned by Tommy’ s response.

“Y egh, they’re just mucking around redlly,” added A.

“So Haskel normally takes up for you like that?’ | asked Tommy.

“Wdl, no,” replied Tommy. “That's new.”

Though A and Tommy walked to their next class together, A didn't get involved

in the banter between Tommy and the other boys during art class, even though he sat next

to Tommy and was Tommy’ s friend. Perhgps Haskell took up for Tommy because
Tommy had taken up for himsalf when the boys pushed him around before art. Perhaps
Haskdl didn't like Tommy’s come-back, afirg for Tommy, and Haskell didn’t know
what to do with Tommy’s questioning of Haskell’ s desire to push him around.

No matter what Haskell’s motives for sticking up for Tommy, no doubt A didn’t
say anything until after class. As a Chinese student, the Austraian boys accepted A on

the oval because of his agility. He expected that these boys would make fun of him if he
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tried to take up for Tommy in that context, and he aso seemed to understand that he
didn’t need to confront any of these boys, as he was an outsder and wasjust trying to fit
in.

The following week, | talked with Tommy again about this incident while he
surfed on the Internet at his house for Dragonball Z pictures that he could copy and add
to hiswebsite.

“So what's up with Haskell?” | asked. “ Are you guys friends now?’

Tommy sa for awhile and toggled back and forth among four DBZ websites. He
was comparing pictures to see which ones he thought were the best to add to his own site.
Finaly, Tommy responded.

“Ah, Haskdll, heisabit of aratbag, | think. He pushes me around because I’'m
short, well, because | am little. Likeif | was regular height he wouldn't even go near me.
Y ou know, A is strong. Nobody picks on A because heis so big and muscly. But Haskell
justign't sort of, heisn't redly, heisdl right to have as your hunch man who will stop
someone. He will say, * Are you picking on my little friend Tommy? and thet isal right
by meif he does that. But when he teases me, | know that it is not anything. But heis not
redlly the sort of person that | would become friends with. He has got a, a different way
of thinking. A and | sort of have the same sort of thing because we want to do well at
school, but Haskell doesn't redlly care, and he doesn’'t know too much. | mean, he might,
but he doesn't redlly show it that much....Yesah, | mean we get dong. I'm not redlly
friendswith him, but we get dong.”

Looking back across the various popular culture and identities that produced

Tommy and A, it's dso important to examine how they used popular culture and their
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bodies in contradictory ways. Tommy used his body to negate the identities that the other
boys attempted to pigeonhole him into while A used his body as best he could tofit in
with these boys.

By having learned from his experiences with the Chinese- exchange students that
chalenged his perceptions of language and the meaning of his body, Tommy used his
diminutive stature both as maintenance of the status quo (small and in need of protection)
and to dispute the status quo (pushing back on the bullies). On one hand, being smdl, and
awussein need of hdp—as he was categorized by some of the Audtrdian boys—
seemed dl right to Tommy. Tommy was happy to dlow Haskell, though aratbag, to be
his hunch man, to take up for him when others threstened his safety. At the sametime,
Tommy didn’t seem to mind being pushed around by acircle of larger boys. He didn’t try
to get out of the circle nor did he ask them to stop their behavior or to leave him aone.
He actudly laughed as they shoved him around. In this portion of the incident Tommy
used his body to push against the category that gave him the identity of wuss or wimp
and challenged these other boys' perceptions of him. Asthey tried to force an identity
onto him as small, week, and effeminate, he attempted to push againgt without denying
those categories by defending himsdf and those categorizations to these boys. Tommy

was able smultaneoudy to retain and to renegotiate hisidentity as smdl and effeminate.

Asthe boys read Tommy’s physicdity and hisinterestsin art and Dragonball Z as

awusse interest, they positioned him outsde and againgt the norm of boyhood
masculinity that they tried to perpetuate as acceptable. A, on the other hand, didn’t

espouse Japanese animé, and he often stated as much. Without the affiliation to Asan
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popular culture, A more readily fit in by usng his body to link himsdf to the other
Audtradian boys through sport.

But the Chinese exchange students interpreted Tommy’ s popular culture interests
and body in acompletely different way than the Audradian boys did. Rather than seeing
him asinferior, He Wei, Lim, and Quin Maexplained that Tommy was both lovely and
cute. And when no other Audtraian students were around, A agreed with thisidentity
production of Tommy’s body. But as soon as other Audtrdian students were involved, A
was quick to poke fun at Tommy’s Size, too.

From these identities produced for him, Tommy then constructed his own ways to
negotiate a new space and identity for himsalf. Parodying whet the Audtrdian boys sad
about him and throwing it back upon them was pleasurable to Tommy. For A, who was
just trying to fit into each context, he remained as reserved as possible.

During our find meeting and interview, Tommy gave me two photographs that
were part of the photos that he took for his documentary. Describing the pictures he said,
“These are popular culture textsin my life” The first photograph he had taken of himself
holding one of his Japanese animé figurines and a drawing that he had copied from a

picture, scanned into his computer, and printed.
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The second picture was a print out of a collage of DBZ animé characters. This picture he

later added to his website that he dedicated to Dragonball Z.

Looking at the pictures he said, “1 took this picture because it is a bit like the picture that

Lim drew, don't yathink?’



CHAPTER 4:

POPULAR CULTURE AND GIRL POWER:

RENEGOTIATING FEMININITY
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The world of adolescents, popular culture, and pleasuresis often viewed in

negative terms because adolescents are thought to be duped into consuming hook, line,

and sinker what media produce for them as popular culture. Adults and adolescents, too,

frequently draw conclusions about texts' meanings based upon their own readings and

understandings of popular culture. Then, as readers, they think that others read and

interpret texts smilarly. Adolescents' interestsin popular culture might be disconcerting
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for adults because adults fed that images represented in popular culture influence
adolescents’ decision-making more so than their own adult input. Adults' concerns slem
from views that texts adolescents like are emblematic of identitiesthey’ d prefer children
not emulate.

Rap and hip-hip music and culture and girls series books are two aress of popular
culture frequently viewed in negetive terms. These two areas of texts have been
controversid over the past 20 years because of the seemingly stereotypica and often
negdtive interpretations of the portraya of women in them. While | hung out with the
adolescents in Australia and the United States, people commonly critiqued both kinds of
texts. Taking about rap music and adolescence, Jake Johnson, the police officer
employed at Hancock sarcadticaly said, “ Y ou think parents or teachers are influentia ?
Huh. It' s these rappers that are influentid, talking about killing cops and begting women.
It has a negative impact on kids.” And the head librarian a Kehara didn't think that girls
growing up at the turn of anew century should read Babysitters Club series (BSC)
books. “They promote the wrong images,” Taryn declared. But for Amanda, the
Babystters Club series, and for L’il J, rap and hip-hop music, served different means
and purposes as uses of popular culture. Rather than learn to be submissive girls from
these texts, they used texts to assert their independence.

These two girls couldn’'t have differed more from one another. Neither knew the
other, and their popular culture interests didn’t overlap, at least not in the kinds of texts
the liked and used. But their text interests produced the same sorts of gendered identities

for them from others (as shown through the red lines in the map at the beginning of the



chapter), and they used texts Smilarly to push againgt structures that defined them in
particular ways (illustrated by the orange lines on the map).

At school Amandawasfairly quiet. She excelled academicdly, and she took
school serioudy because she saw it as apreparation for her future. During morning tea
and lunch, she hung out with a group of seven girls, none of whom saw themselves as
part of the popular crowd of Grade 8 students at Kehara. When Amanda spent time with
these girls, she became more of an onlooker than center of the action. She didn’'t say
much and kept more to hersdf; often she sat and talked with me rather than to the other
girls.

Amandadidn’t consider hersalf popular a school because her own interests
differed from those she perceived as being popular among students a Kehara. One
afternoon while we walked the eight blocks from the bus stop to her house after schooal,
she explained how she fdt. “You see, you can kind of tell if people are popular because
they have the perfect figure, and they aways have the latest fashion in clothes and dl that
cool stuff.” She pulled her straight, long red hair back from her face and tucked it behind
her ears. “ And then there are unpopular people like me and my friends. We don’t dways
have the newest clothes, and maybe we haven't got the perfect looks and figure...Y eah,
look a me...I don't have ether of those things. But sometimes the unpopular people are
the smartest. | don’'t see why that is, because smart people should be admired for their
brains. | think it's so unfair.”

Amanda redlized that her peers at school didn’t share her literacy interests, which
included listening to passe bands like Abba and reading Babysitters' Club series books.

She frequently noted differences she perceived between her own popular culture interests
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and theirs. Amanda loved reading, but she explicitly stated that her reading interests
entailed particular sorts of texts and topics and not others. “Yeah, | like to read, and | read
alot. But | don't read those teenybopper magazines like Dolly or Girlfriend,” she
explained to me one evening after her friends spent the entire lunch period looking a
back issues of Dolly that one of the girls brought that day to school. “1 don’t like to reed
about how to be beautiful. Those are redly popular with alot of girls, but | think they’re
redlly dull because dl they want isfor you to think that you need to be like them in the
magazines. So | am not going to spend money on amagazine | am not interested in.
Actudly they are like BOR-ING. They don’'t have anything in them thet I'd actudly like.
| don't like reading stories about fashion tips and beauty supplies and stuff like that.”

Popular teenage girl magazines didn’t appea to Amanda s interests or pleasures.
She saw these sorts of texts as produced for girls so that girls could learn how to act,
dress, and behave in particular ways. She stated proudly that she didn’t like fashion or
makeup and that she didn’t follow the popular trends like other girls. Amanda critiqued
teenage girls whom she saw as lured into reading teen girl magazines. 1 think sometimes
girls get sucked into something from like amagazine,” she explained. “But, you see, |
don’t aways go for the new fashions. | prefer not to go to shops and pay alot of money. |
prefer to look for the redly good bargains. Like | love junk shops and redlly chegp shops
and dl that kind of stuff. And I like going into second-hand shops because they’ re not
into the trends, and you never know what you are going to find. That's what makesiit
popular with me.”

Amanda s attitude about teenage magazines extended to her own gppearance too.

Repeatedly she noted that she had no desire to dress according to fashion advertised asen



vogue. True to her word, Amanda often criticized others who were “into the latest
fashions,” and she even looked at the school uniform as an opportunity to chalenge the
school-crested fashions. “I like it that we have to wear uniforms to school,” she reasoned
one morning when she looked around and saw dl the other students wearing pine green
and black uniforms like her own. “Then you don't have to worry about what you wear to
school and what people think of you. But the uniforms are arip off. | mean, | don't buy
the uniform brand names from the school shop. | bought my school pants from the
Savation Army for $10, and | bought my skirt a Crazy Clarks for, oh | don’'t know,
$6.00. And | definitdly DON T wear sporty shoes like Nike or Lynx. | only will buy what
ischeap.” She lifted her leg and pointed to her snesker. “ These shoes don’t even have a
name. | got these a Big W for something like $9.95.” Similar to her critique of teen
meagazines that made available particular identities in advertisements and articles, she had
no interest in taking part in the school-mandated clothing trends. She refused to pay the
school store pricesin order to have the right garmentsin order tofit in.

Amandadidn’'t harp on or fed jaded about not being popular. Asde from her
circle of friends, she obvioudy wasn't well accepted by her peers at school. Amanda's
teachers noticed differences between Amanda and other Grade 8 girls. Across her subject
aeas that included English, maths, science, Japanese, keyboarding, hedth and physicd
education, and socid studies, her teachers described her as* studious’” and “an academic
kind of girl.” She received glowing reviews alongsde her high academic marks, but the
Grade 8 teachers speculated that she didn’t seem to fit in with others. One teacher
commented that she thought that Amanda got dong well with adults. But she thought

Amanda chatted more with adults because Amanda didn’t fed comfortable around other
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students. She noted that Amanda often hung back after class and asked the teacher
questions so that she didn’t have to walk to her next class with her classmates.

Amanda criticized fashion and trends that she thought were produced for
teenagers. Whether in popular magazines or clothing made popular for purchase at the
school store, Amanda refused to succumb to what others deemed fashionable. Though
aways well groomed, she wore the same pair of pants and shoes to school everyday, and
shedidn’t partake in trends to carry fashionable satchels or certain pencil cases or to wear
hairclips, jewelry, or makeup. To her, someone else produced these trends and
accessories and then targeted teenagers, and she didn’t want any part of it.

Nothing like Amanda, a least in apparent popular culture interests, L'il Jsaw
hersdlf as popular anong her African American friends at Hancock. Shewas a
firecracker—full of energy and willing to talk to just about anyone about just about
anything. She especidly liked rap and hip-hop and music videos. L’il Jfdt that her
acceptance at school among different African American, White, and Latino students was
duein part to her ability to talk with them about their music tastes and pleasures. She
cdled hersdf L’il J after other African American rap artists such as Lil’ Kim, Lil’ Wayne,
and Lil’ Bow Wow. “L’il M,” (the nickname she gave me) she said, “| need to keep up
with what my associates are doing. They’re watching BET, MTV, VH1, The Box, and
some of ‘em even like the Country Music Channel [24-hour music video channelg]. |
can't watch that one for too long. Girl, | don't redlly like that music. But it's dways good

to know.”



L’il Jaso kept a pulse on the fashion trends by attending to what V Js wore on
VH1 and BET. She made sure that she dressed in the latest duds for school. Tommy
Hilfiger, Old Navy, Nike, Reebok—everyday she looked like a walking advertisement for
popular clothing lines. To her, clothing was important, and dressing “ appropriately” was
essentia for school. That meant that she need not only have on the proper attire, but she
aso had to have her nails and hair done.

Though L’il J put stock into appearance and clothing, her purchasing habits
mirrored Amanda’s. A savvy shopper, L’il Jkept alook out for good bargains. She only
shopped at outlet malls or on sde racks where she could find adedl. And when shetold
others about her purchases, she congstently noted the price, marveling a her ability not
to spend much money.

Adolescents and adults dike agreed on L’il J s knowledge about the comings and
goings of life a Hancock. Seeing mewith L’il J, the physica education teacher came
over one morning and said, “Y ou are hanging out with the right girl. She'sataker, and
she loves adult attention. She knows everything about everybody. If any teacher redly
wanted to know what’s going on at the school, they’d ask her.” But other teachers didn’t
relate their fedings about L’il Jin such postive terms. L’il J s language arts teecher more
tentatively and negatively viewed L’il Jsworldliness. “She's at acriticd place and could
go either way, and the aternatives don't look too good,” she commented. Her band
teacher echoed these sentiments, summing up his fedlings best in his comment, “ She has
alot of potential, but she chooses not to useit.” L’il J s academic performance as shown
on her report card was less than sellar. She argued that she didn’t see any connection

between what she learned in school and her life outside of schooal.
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To theteachers, L’il Jexuded behaviors they didn't exactly know how to channd.

Her uses of rgp and hip-hop culture, which she worked seamlessly into her exchanges
with her peers, didn't go over so well with her teachers. She got in trouble in classes for
usng hip-hop language—for caling teachers “shuga’ and “whodi,” terms frequently
used between VJs or in songs played on BET and MTV. Teachers reprimanded her for
emulating dance moves in the eghth grade hdls that she had seen on music videos. In
fact, like Timony, L’il Jfrequented In-School Suspension for her uses of rap and hip-hop
culture just as regularly as she attended classes. That didn’t bother her though. In the
small group setting of 10 to12 students in the ISS classroom she devel oped a good
relaionship with the I SS teacher, and she had more opportunities than in her classesto
talk to other sudents. After spending six daysin ISSL’il Jremarked, “ISSisfinewith
me because I'll be chillin’ in there with my friends, and I'll be takin’ to Mr. Masconi.
He sdl right. HE Il hdp mewith my work and talk to me about music and stuff like

that.”

*k*k*%k

Teachers at both Kehara and Hancock noted that both girls enjoyed adult attention

and spending time with adults. Y et their rationdles for Amandaand L’il J s behaviors

differed. Teachers a Keharaworried that Amanda preferred to be with adults because she

seemed different from her peers. Based upon appearance aone, they noticed that she
wasn't “into al the trends.” They valued Amanda s academic prowess, but they wished
her interests blended in better with the other Grade 8 girls. Because Amanda wasn't into
al the trends, she stood out to the teachers as nerdy, and made it less likely, they thought,

that she' d find acceptance in her own age group among peers.
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L’il J steacher had adifferent reaction to her popular culture interests. Like the
teachers & Kehara, they noticed how L’il J used texts, but they didn’t at all like that her
uses seemed to cross boundaries between peers and authority figures. L’il Jsactions and
language seemed too heavily influenced by popular culture, and the teachers assumed
that her uses of popular culture were wholly ingppropriate. As an adolescent, in acritical
place, L'il J stext uses troubled her teachers. So while Amanda’ s popular culture
interests didn’t clash with academic pursuits, teachers worried that she didn’t fit in well
with peers. And though L’il J s popular culture interests afforded her al sorts of
friendships, those texts were seen as deterrents to academic success.

Although Amandawaan't keen on popular magazines and fashion liked by others
at Kehara, she was very much taken with the Babysitters Club books series. Ann Martin,
the author, began the seriesin 1986 and centered the story around four White, middie
class American girls—Kristy, Claudia, Mary Ann, and Stacey. The foursome founded a
club, which later became a booming babysitting business. Amanda was well avare that
these books weren't considered popular at Kehara. One morning during tea, we went to
the Media Center so that she could check out the BSC sdection. Perusing the aides, she
found eight books, dl of them she' d dready read. “ People these days, well not Grade 8
anyway, they don’t like the Babysitters Club,” she remarked, a bit disgusted by the
availabletitles. “I don't know why, maybe because of thetitle. But | think it's mostly
because people my age don't like to read. It’s not considered cool.”

Her peers seeming lack of interest to read books perplexed her. “Yeah, I've

spoken to heaps of people, and they say they only read if they haveto,” shesaid. “And |
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think that isredly sad because reading is redly cool. There are hardly any good novels at
our high schodl library. Reading would probably be more popular if there were abigger
selection. But redly people only read if they have to for assgnments or something.”
Amanda was right about the lack of Babysitters Club books kept at the school
library. She understood that the books had little apped to high school audiences, but she
speculated that this was due to the fact that people her own age don’'t enjoy reading

books. Taryn, the head librarian at Kehara, aso noted that this series wasn't popular with

Grade 8 students. On alater date, she searched the Media Center’ s database and found 10

titles. She said, “Books like Babysitters Club have run their course. Kids don't redlly
like them once they get to high school, so we don't redlly keep many in stock. They are
redlly not so good for girls, | don't think anyway, because it doesn’t seem that the girls
learn to be very independent, like on their own.”

Amanda spent the mgority of her time outsde-of-school with her mother, her 8-
year-old sgter, Mimi, and Cory, her next-door neighbor. Her father, Mark, joined “the
girls’ on the weekends when he wasn't working as a sdesman and ingtaler of security
systems. Amanda split her time between hanging out with her family and playing video
gameswith Cory. It was among her family and friends outside- of-school that she
cultivated her popular culture interests that she didn't think fit in well with her peers.

Amanda didn’t care that others at the high school didn’t read these books. She
reasoned that she' d just find them from other places because so many books were in the
series. She explained, “there are over a over 150 Babysitters' Club books, and heaps and
heaps of the specid series books, like the mysteries, super specials, and what not, but

because the school doesn't supply them, I’ ve got to collect them on my own.” Amanda
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exhausted the holding of books at her neighborhood public library, having reed dl 35

listed. Then, one weekend, she hit agoldmine.

From: Nancy [Amanda’s mum’s account]

To: Margaret

Sent: Sunday, July 30, 2000 9:45 P.M.

Subject: ~!@#$%"Saturday & Sunday*&” % $#@!

Dear Margaret,

On Saturday I went to a whole heap of garage sales with my family. It was great
because I got Millions (not literally) of books for $2.00 at one place. Then I got a
whole stack that I had to balance with my chin and pay only with a smile at
another place!!! So far I have only read one and that was a Baby-sitters club super
special called “Baby-sitters on board” The girls went on a cruise and ended up
with a mystery they have to solve. And who knows what else!! I CAN'T WAIT

to show you my newest book collections! I think I got about 30 new BSC titles.
CU Later, Amanda :-)))))))

The following week when | visted her house, she took meimmediately to her
newly painted bright purple bedroom and had me st on the lower bunk of her bed. There
dready displayed on the floor, arrayed with the covers showing, was her pile of second-

hand BSC books.
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Amanda picked up her pink trangparent blow-up chair that she kept under the window
near her closet and moved it next to the pile. Then, for the next hour she proceeded to
introduce me to each book. Holding them up, one by one, she read thetitle doud and
showed me the cover. When she finished going through the books, | asked her why she
wanted meto see dl of them. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “1 don’t want to be
made fun of. | know that no one else redlly likes these books [at school]. Well, Kim does,
too, but anyway it'sfun to share it with you.”

Amanda wanted to share her interests with others, but she didn’'t want anyone to
make fun of her in the process. She knew the BSC books weren’t valued by her peers or
by the library a Kehara. So she kept those interests to hersalf and only shared them with
adults outside of school. She didn’'t want to discuss magazines and fashion, that was what
the girls at school talked about. And though she labeled Dolly and Girlfriend as popular
culture for other girls, she explained that BSC books were popular culture to her.

L’il Jspopular culture interests moved from context to context, and her interests
in music and language that she showed at school mimicked those same practices outside
of school. At home she spent considerable amounts of time watching music videos.
Describing her afternoon schedule she said, “On any day, the best place to find me after
4:00 isin my bedroom talking to my boyfriend [on the phone] and watching music
videos, ow! Girl, you learn alot from them! | know the songs and the dances and dl
about the people from Places in the Crib. Go on and ask me anything about rgp or hip-
hop and maybe about R& B, and | can answer it.” Sometimes L’il Jwent to the public

library after school with her friends and checked out music videos using streaming video
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on the Internet. She particularly liked African American artists such as Destiny’s Child,
Ja Rule, Lil’ Bow Wow, Nelly, Eve, Juvenile, Erykah Badu, Outkast, Ludacris, Janet
Jackson, Mystikal, and the Hot Boys. From her habit of watching music videos a home
and reading about musica artists on websites when she was at the library, she was well
informed about the newest lbums releases, artists and song titles, and how well an dbum
sold. She often spent time talking with friends about music, and she continuoudy
reminded hersdf (and me) that she needed “to teach me” about rap and hip-hop music.
Shefilled her didogue journd with discussions about music in her life, music
videos she watched, and descriptions of phone conversations had with friends. Other than
her affinity for contemporary rap and hip-hop, L’il Jaso sang in ayouth choir a aloca
Baptist church. | often responded to her entries about music, as | shared many of the same
interests. But | aso tried to connect societd critiques of rap to her readings and uses of
texts. One day, | gave her an article about Mystikal that was printed in the back of
Newsweek magazine. The article explained that Mystikal, anewcomer to the rap scene,
was known for singing both gospd and rap, and that he was going to have trouble
because lots of new rgp music is only about sex, money, and violence. In her reply about

the article shewrote:
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L’il Jfelt srongly that she understood rap and hip-hop music and language and
that people who didn’'t know it and only formed cursory understandings of it based on
song titles couldn’t adequately make judgments about the genre. To L’il J, readers needed
to get insde the text to make some sense of it and had to have some sort of experience
with it to see other waysto interpret it. To L’il J, words were important, especialy related
to hip-hop language, but her language use seemed to get her in trouble.

Language use was't the only aspect of rgp and hip-hop culture that others
critiqued in L1l J stext uses. Some of L’il J s peers thought that agpects of hip-hop
dancing produced ingppropriate and demeaning images of girls. One afternoon, L’il Jand
| went to the public library where severa of her girlfriends hung out after school. When
we arrived, L’il Jwent straight over to the help desk and signed up to use a computer
with Internet access. Needing no assistance, she pulled up the Janet Jackson video that
had just been released earlier in the month. She put on a set of headphones, watched the
video, and sang dong. When the song finished, L’il J scanned the area of library where
her friends usudly sat. She saw severd of her African American girlfriends congregated
around atable and decided to go over and check in with them.

The girls were talking about cheerleading tryouts that were to be held the
following week at Hancock. L’il J sat down at the table and listened to the conversation
for afew minutes. Allie, the co-captain of the squad, recruited the other girlsto try out.

“There needs to be 12 cheerleaders,” Allie explained, “and now there are only
seven because some girls decided to do other things. So we need five more girls for the
basketball season.”

“Girl, you know | want to try out!” exclamed L’il J.



Other girls agreed with L’il J.

Allie went on to say that being a cheerleader was fun but that it was aso alot of
work.

L’il Jhopped out of her chair and replied, “Y ou won't need to teach me nothin’
because | already know al the cheersl” She then quietly demonstrated a Hancock cheer
and added a hip motion that she had seen performed on music videos.

Janaye watched L’il Jmove around, smiled, and then piped in, “Oh yeeh, L’il J.
You know it, girl!”

L’il Jsat down and dgpped high fives with Janaye. “ Girl, we could be so00
good!” she crowed, and a couple of other girlslaughed.

Looking toward Allie, she said, “Y ou put us on as cheerleaders, and we are going
to put some soul into it!”

“That'sright!” agreed Janaye.

Allieeyed L’il Jand said with dl gravity and authority in her voice, “Wean't
doing dl of that. We an't no ho cheerleaders” She looked directly at L’il Jwho looked
back at Allie and smiled. “I’'m serious now,” continued Allie. “Don’t you think we Il be
doing dl that now!”

“Y’dl be gettin' on my nerves,” L’il Jresponded. “Y’dl just too loud, and y’ dl
don’'t have any fun. We Il change dl thet, yo!”

“I don’'t make the decisons. Y ou're going to have to try out for cheerleader al on

your own, girlfriend!” Allie shot back.
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“Girl, don't you know it! Then we ll redly have somefun!” L’il Jwaked over
and put an a'm around Alli€' s shoulder. “Don’t you worry, shugal L’il Jknows how to
pice up lifel”

“All I know isthat | ain’t gonna do no ho dancing!”

“That an't ho dancing!” sad L’il J, referring to the hip motion. “It’ stight!”

Later on as| drove her home, we talked as she switched between rock and rap
gations on the radio.

“Why did Allie say that your dance moves were bad?’ | asked.

“Because that’ swhat she thought,” L’il Jsaid indifferently. “ She'sjust thinkin’
about the videos and thinkin' that | was dancin’ like the videos.”

Confused by her response, | didn’t know what to say. “Weren't you dancing like
the videos?’ | asked.

“Yeah, but | wasn't being aho. | was just dancing just to have fun. | wasn't tryin’
to be nasty.”

“But Allie thought you were being nasty!” | replied.

“That grl don't know if I'm being nasty or not. | was just dancing for
cheerleading. It didn’t mean that | was being nasty. That'swhat my daddy saystoo.”

Amandaand L’il Jredlized that texts gppeded to different groups of people and
that people read texts differently. To Amanda, BSC books weren't popular with most
girls her age, so she chose not to discuss these interests with others at schooal. L'il Jknew
the critiques of rgp as seen in her didogue entry and in her response that Allie thought

her dance moves indicated “being nasty.” L’il Jreasoned that people who thought that



rgp music only involved sex, violence, and money didn’'t understand the genre and
consequently misread how she used the texts in her language and actions. Both Amanda
and L’il Jfound that their own purposes and uses of texts didn’t necessarily match up
with others' readings and understandings of the texts.

L’il Jand Amandd s interests in popular culture concerned both girls parents.
The parents related popular culture to their daughters' lives within the stage of
adolescence. They gave much thought to what they conceptudized as the meaning of
texts that ultimately taught their adolescent daughters how to talk, act, and dress, and they
worried about what their adolescent daughters learned from texts that they liked.

Both L’il Jand her parents were aware that her language use related to popular
culture interests, though notable for making friends at school, often landed her at odds
with teachers. Sherry and Rob marveled at their daughter’ s gift of the gab. Late one
evening, the three of us sat in their family room, talking about L’il J s affinity for rgp and
hip-hop. L’il J said she had homework to do, so she went to her bedroom, which was
adjacent to the living room. Sheleft her door gar, and lay on her bed doing math
problems and watching BET onthe TV.

Sherry and Rob both described themselves as “the quiet types’ and said that they
were both much more reserved than L’il J. They didn’t know how or where L’il Jlearned
to be so forthcoming. Sherry shook her head and said, “Rob and | aren't that loud or
bold.”

“Sometimes L’il J s mouth gets her in trouble at school,” Rob agreed, and then

added, “ She knows so much, but alot of times she makes the teacher not like her because
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she runs her mouth with words we don’t know and talks too much about what she knows.
But sheis one person I’'m not worried about. She's got agood head on her shoulders.”

Sherry understood that L’il Jused language in new ways. She said, “ Sometimes |
don't know what they’re saying on the TV.” She went on and agreed with L’il J s
teachers. “Y ou know, alot of people say videos are bad, but kidsdon’t see it asred. But
kids do take that stuff from the video and useit on the street; like they start talking ina
language we don't know. Sometimes parents don’t want to know about it, and teachers
don’'t want to teach kids about that. But then again, adults don't want to talk about it with
kids either.”

At that point, L’il Jyeled from her bedroom, “That’ sright. | have to be therap
teacher sometimes, tdlin’ my mamawhat the word ig”

“See, she knows alot!” Rob said. Sherry and Rob agreed that they didn't
necessxily like the videos L’il Jwatched, not only because of the language thet they had
difficulty understanding, but also because of the content. They both worked fulltime, and
L'il Jregularly stayed a home with one of her two older brothers or a neighbor who
occasiondly came over. Sherry said, “ She comes in the door, switchesthe TV to Channel
18 [BET], cdlsafriend, and that's it. She'll do that for the rest of the night. Wetry to
monitor her, but it's hard to do because we both work. But she's agood kid, and now that
she' sateenager, we just have to trust that she'll make good decisons.”

Rob agreed, and then added that he didn’t like the videos L’ il Jwatched because
he said that they “sent out the wrong messages for girls.”

Overhearing her father’s comment, L’il J stuck her head into the living room and

acknowledged his critique. “My dad, he thinks those videos are nasty. HE Il be ydlin’ to
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mein my room,” she said quickly. She mimicked her father’ s low and husky voice, “L’il
J, you watich those dl the time. Turn off that video channe!” She laughed and argued,
“But | think they’ re good! My daddy thinks that their bad for girls, but I watch them and
learn new dance moves so that | can get the groove on. | like to dance with them.”

Amanda shared many popular culture interests with her mother. They both loved
music, though different genres and bands, and were interested in computers and
technology. Whenever | was at their house, both the stereo and the family computer were
on. Nancy was into the rock group Status Quo and had constructed a website that
documented her 20 year friendship with this band that had taken her al over the world to
see them perform. She dso played the dectric guitar and frequently hosted jam sessions
with local musicians a their house on the weekend. Amanda liked these sessions because
she got to hang out with the adult band members.

If Amandadidn’t like the music that her mom played, then she'd go to her
bedroom and turn on her “RCC” (radio/cassette/cd player), as Amanda caled it, so that
she could listen to her own music. Amandareceived her RCC as a gift from her parents
for her 13™" birthday. When she showed it to me, she remarked, “It is my pride and joy!”
She kept the card that her parents gave her next to her RCC on top of her bureau. Teddy
bears decorated the cover of the card, and inside was a note written in her mother’ s neet
penmanship:

“To dear Amanda,

Y ou are now ateenager and we hope you have lots of fun and enjoy this era of

your life. Love, Mummy& Daddy”
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According to Nancy, turning 13 signded a new time of life for Amanda that was
greetly intertwined with the period of adolescence and popular culture. One sunny, winter
afternoon we sat on the sofa in the lounge room of their home. Nancy had prepared hot
teawith milk and honey, coffee, and Tim Tams for afternoon tea. The stereo was set on
FM104 (the local rock station that Nancy liked) and played in the background during our
conversation that meandered between Amanda s popular culture interests and our own
interestsin music as adults and when we were adolescents.

Nancy related her own adolescent experiences to thistimein Amanda slife. “I
think it isavery important erain her life from the point of view that alot of what she will
experiencein her teenage years will have alot to do with who she becomes as an adult,”
shesad. “I know that from my point of view it did, so that iswhat | was saying to her [in
the card], that | hope she enjoys this era, the teenage years, and to experience alot of
things...Sheisno longer a child. Well sheis sheis ill achild, but sheisgoing into thet
stage of becoming a young woman, and she is going to be exposed to more, and the
responsibilities are more... Y ou see, what she reads, what she listens to, what she hears,
what sheislearning at school, how sheisusng dl that is definitely important. Sheis at a
point in her life that she can use it wrongly, or learn the wrong things, or can see the
wrong things, read the wrong things, not so much that what she sees, hears, or readsis
wrong, but how she interprets it, what she does with it. That iswhat is important.”

Nancy respected Amanda sinterestsin popular culture, saying that she didn’t
censor what Amanda saw, or read, or listened to, for that matter. Like Lil J s parents, she
didn't fed that she needed to protect Amanda, but she thought that since Amanda had

entered adolescence they should discuss aspects of popular culture. Amanda s acceptance



within alarger crowd was less important to Nancy than developing Amanda s
individudity. On severa occasions, Nancy told Amanda, “Be who you are. Don’t be
influenced by any friends or any trends or because somebody tells you something is cooal.
Don't do it because they say it iscoal.”

“You know, at this stage | suppose alot of kids go through this very wild and
rebellious stage, and start to develop in perhaps a direction that is undesirable from a
parent’s point of view,” she noted. Then, taking asip of coffee and adrag on her
cigarette, she explained, “With afew of Amanda sfriends| can dready seeit happening,
and 0, yeah, | think what she is exposed to and everything isimportant. ...l think each
kid absorbs what they want to absorb from what they learn, see, and hear, and | guessit is
down to what they choose to do with it.”

Sherry and Rob had asmilar takeon L’il Jsinterestsin popular culture,
especidly in relation to rap and hip-hop music. They didn’t want L’il Jto learn the wrong
things from rap and hip-hop, but because L’il Jliked those texts, they wanted her to
understand what was going on in the videos. “1t's dright for her to know about [what's
going onin rgp and hip-hop music],” said Sherry. “Kidstoday are exposed much more to
the facts of life...She should know about it becauseit’s everywhere on the TV and
movies and the musgic she likes. But the problem is how they present it on the video is't
appropriate. They show it the wrong way. The lyrics go with the dancing part, and then
some of the video makes sax seem like it's okay. It' s redly confusing, because some of
it'sokay, and some of it isnot. | talk to her about sex and dl that. | teach her that she has

to have an open mind, take it dl in, and make good decisionsin stuations that are bad.
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We can't dways be there. So, she's got to learn on her own that al that little sweet talk
isn't just sweet talk. She needs to know the difference.”

Nancy, Sherry, and Rob wanted the best for their daughters. These parents saw
their daughters within a stage of adolescence and in need of understanding how texts
produce identities for girls. All three of the parents connected adolescence to popular
culture and, like the girls teachers, worried about the ways that Amandaand L’il Jread
and used texts. The parents believed that in the stage of adolescence, the girls had greater
exposure to popular culture and that the ways that the girls absorbed texts affected how
they’ d become adults. Though they trusted their daughters and didn’t think they needed
to protect them from particular sorts of texts, they did want their daughters to know that
texts held meanings, that texts could be used “wrongly,” and that adolescents might learn
the wrong things from texts. Both sets of parents aso redized that that they had strong
daughters as exhibited in L’il J s assertive language and Amanda s sense of individudity.
Y et they both worried about their daughters, wanting the girls to know the differences
between text meanings and how texts get used.

Amandaand | had spent lots of time together talking about Babysitters Club
books and her interest in them. As she explained, few girls her age read them, so she
liked to talk with me about them. After she showed me the group of books in her
bedroom, | sent her an email about Taryn’s comment that BSC books weren't good for
girlsto read because they portrayed stereotypica images of girls and promoted traditiona

gender roles. Usudly Amandawas quick to respond, but this email remained
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unanswered. One afternoon, several weeks later, we sat in her purple bedroom, and |
asked her about it.

“Did you get the emall that | sent about the Babystters Club?

Amanda didn’t respond.

“You know,” | continued, “ the email where | asked what you thought about some
people who said that Babysitter’s Club books aren't ....”

Amanda interrupted. “When did you send that one?’

“Oh, awhile ago. Do you remember that?’

“Probably,” she replied.

“Yeah, | just said that there are some people who say that Babysitter’s Club books
are ...

“Bad?” Amanda finished my sentence.

“I don’'t remember saying that they were bad,” | said, “but more like they promote
dereotypica images of girlswho aren’t assertive and don't stand up for themsdlves.”

“Wadl, no. | don't think that at al. With the Babystter’s Club, they don’t aways
do girly thing. Like art, would you consider that agirly subject?’

“No,” | said.

“Wél, Claudiawho isthe Vice President of the club, she is absolutely fascinated
with art. She paints, she sculpts, she does clay work, and she does everything.
And...Kristy, sheisthe President of the club. She loves basebdl. That is her favorite
thing. She has her own basebd| team called the Crushers, and basebal iswhat | would
consider more of aboy’s game because you have softbal for girls and baseball for boys,

even though basebdl is played by both. And baseball, as a coach, you usudly think of a
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man, and Krigty is the coach, too....And, Abby, another one of the girls, her favorite
thing is soccer, and she lovesto run, and um, sheis very sporty like Kristy, and she co-
coaches the Crushers. So that’ s not girly, necessarily. And then you have Jessie, but she
iskind of girlish but not redly...Sheisavery good ballet dancer. And when most people
think of ballet they think, oh girl, pink tutus, and al that, but they forget to think of things
like Riverdance. Have you seen Riverdance?’ Amanda asked me.

“No, I've not seenit, but | know what itis” | said.

Amanda went on. “Wdll, yeah, and who was the main person in that? A man. So
that is dancing, and then most of the crew were men in that dance too. So | don't think
that the Babysitters Club isredly about stereotypicd girl Stuff. | seeit about lots of girls
doing different things.

“Okay, | think | understand,” | said. * So when someone says that these books
promote stereotypica images of girlsthat only ever say a home, and dl they ever care
about is, um, having a boyfriend, and caring for children, and they don’'t want to have
jobs on their own and be assertive and things like that, what do you make of that?’

“Likein one of the books, its caled Stacey and the Mystery of the Mall, dl the
girlsget jobs... They had jobs...and they dl loved their jobs. Stacey was working at atoy
store, Kristy was working for Mal Security, Claudiawas working at an artist’s shop,
Mary Anne was working at a place caled Critters, an animal supply shop, but they don’t
see animals, they just carry the supplies. Jessie was working at the movie theatre, Mdlory
was working at a book store, and Abby, well, she wasn't in the book then...And they al

had jobs, and they al loved it....So that’s not stereotypicd at al.”
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She paused. Then she said, “1 mean, yeah, girlsworking? If people think that BSC
books are bad for girls, then | think that isacategory they put on them. | just don't seeit
asthat. ’'magirl, and | am damn proud of it! It'snot like | read them, and they tell me
how to act and stuff. That's supid...As|’vetold you before, when | am an adult, | want
to be a computer consultant like my uncle. He makes hegps and hegps of money, and he
fliesal over theworld. | want to have a career likethat... That'swhet girls do now.”

In early December, | attended a band recital with L’il J one evening at Hancock.
L’il Jplayed in the flute section, and at the end of each song, she winked at me when the
audience gpplauded. After therecitd, L’il Jand | were about to leave, and she redized
that she left her bag in the cafeteria. | waited for her at the entrance to the school while
she went back to retrieve it. Students from the school mulled around, talking amongst
themsalves and with parents who had attended the recita. L’il J came running down the
hal to catch up with me, and saw Quandrel, one of her mae friends in the sixth grade.
She stopped to say hello. They taked for aminute, and then Jamd, an eighth grade boy
passed her, said something over his shoulder to her. L’il Jturned around and took off
running after him. She was screaming.

A few minutes later, she regppeared. She was visbly angry, and she asked meto
take her home.

L’il Jgot in the car, put on her seatbelt, and said, “I need to turn on the radio.”

“What happened back there?’ | asked.

“Let mefind V103 firs.”
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Once she was Situated in the car and we were headed toward her house, she
recounted what happened.

“I was playing around with Quandrel, L’il M. He sthat sixth grade boy you saw,
and he'sredly smal for hisage. Y ou know, he'slike my little brother! So, whenever we
see each other | say, ‘Hey shorty! You my big hoochi€' to him, and he laughs and saysiit
back to me. But Jama came over, you saw that. And he was listening to something that
was none of his business and that little boy [Jamd], he said it straight up to me.”

“What? What did he say to you?’

“Hesad, *You my little hoochie!””

And | turned around and told him to shut up. And Jamdl yelled, *Y ou shut up! |
was just playin’ withyou!” So, Lil'’ M, you saw it, | went off on him!”

“What did you say?’ | asked.

“I told him about himsdlf. | sad, ‘No, you weren't playin’! 'Y ou dways messn’
with everybody es2l” That'swhen | took off after him.

“I don't think that’s funny at dl, and that little boy ain’t going to play with me. |
an't no toy. Just because | am little and cute, he thinks that can get a me. | just need to
take off these boots o | can run, and | will wail on him. See, he don't talk to no boyslike
that. He thinks he can get away with it too...he an't gonna go off on me.

“I went off on him! He was running, and | didn’t catch him, but you know, you
shouldn’'t go messin’ with me. That'swhen | said, ‘1 might be smdl and cute, but | ain't
aways swedt! | will wail on you if you don't watch out, so don't go messin’ with me!’”

“How was he messing with you?” | asked.



“Ooh! It makes me so mad!” she said. “People aways think | am so smdll and
cute and nice, and I'm just doin’ my dancin’ and talkin,” and I’'m going to show him!
Theat little boy is going to get it! He can't push me around and tel me who | am!”

We pulled up a her house while she was il fuming. “Will you give me my
music, L’il M7 she asked nicely. “1 got to get me my cds out of your car and get insde!
Ooh, | ansomad | can't go to deep! | just need to listen to some music, so | can cam
down.”

| helped her gather the Outkast and Nelly cdsthat she had in my car.

Once she had dl of her things, she hopped out of the car and turned to me and
sad, “Bye shuga I’ll see you tomorrow.”

—

Amandaand L’il Jredized that texts didn't have asingle, stable meaning, and
they knew that others might read texts differently and in contradictory waysto their own
readings and uses of popular culture. In their readings of BSC books and hip-hop
language L'’ il Jand Amanda stabilized text uses long enough to congtruct notions of
themsdlves that pushed againg others' readings and understandings of the texts that
produced gendered identities for these two girls. In their uses of BSC books and rap and
hip- hop, they asserted themselves as strong girls, using textsto asss in their
development. They aso didn’t want others to define them or categorize them solely by
meanings that others produced of the texts. As Amanda explained, “If people think that
BSC books are bad for girls, then | think that is a category they put on them.” She used
the characters of the BSC books as examples of young female industrious entrepreneurs,

not of stereotypicd, traditiond girls. Likewise, L’il Jredized that her own uses of hip
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hop might seem contradictory to others' readings of her uses of texts. Just because she
was small and cute and nice, didn't give Jama the right to define her and to push her
around, she explained. She understood that Jamal used the word hoochie differently from
her own use, but she refused to dlow him to define her in anasty way.

Adolescents and their adults are often stuck between arock and a hard place when
it comesto views on popular culture. Adults often think that they know what texts mean
and how adolescents use them. However, as Amandaand L’il Jillustrated in their uses of
texts, adults and adolescents define texts and uses differently. Teachers at Keharaand
Hancock read the girls' text choices as troubling. Amanda s lack of interest in group-
defined popular culture caused teachers to worry about Amanda s socid skills. Using
ideas of what they thought congtituted popular culture produced an identity for Amanda
as anerd based upon her appearance, and their concerns about BSC books portraying
gereotypica notions of femininity went unrealized in Amanda s own uses of texts. Ll
J suses of rap and hip-hop music, language, and gestures dso seemed ingppropriate to
the teachers at Hancock. Theteachersread L’il Jby physical appearance and thought her
language use unacceptable. Their understandings of the meanings of the texts she used
produced an identity that repeatedly got her in trouble.

Both girls parents were aware of their daughters popular culture interests and
were concerned enough about those interests to discuss these matters with their teens.
These parents' concerns ssemmed from the girls' entrance into adolescence and how the
parents perceived popular culture to be an influentid factor during that time period of

life
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Amandaand L’il J s decison-making did seem to make a difference in the ways
that they used the popular culture in their lives. Both girlsillugtrated in their own uses of
texts that reading is a Ste of a conflict dependent upon who is reading, what isbeing
read, and how it is being used. These girls were aware of media s production of textsto
produce certain identities of girls. Amanda didn’t read teenage magazines because she
thought thet they only advertised particular ways for girls to learn how to act, dress, and
behave. L’il Jdidn't think that rap and hip-hop language and dancing were bad when she
used it and was able to give her own interpretation of the texts (in the cheerleading, with
her parents, with Quandrdl). But when she fet that the same hip-hop language she used
with Quandrdl was used differently by Jamd, she said his language and actions toward
her were inappropriate. To both girls what was important was the ability to use the texts
asthey saw fit. They both used the very textsthat potentialy produced themin
gereotypical and negative ways to push againg those identities. Rather than take up what
they perceived to be female identities they didn’t desire for themselves, they constructed
their own ways of being girls from the texts they used and liked. It was only through
reading and discussing uses of texts with adults such astheir parents or with me or with
their peersthat any sort of textua use could be interpreted and categorica understandings
of identities produced by rap, hip-hop, and girls series books could be challenged. The
girls pushed hard in their discussions with others to have their own reading and uses of
texts recognized as different from what was perceived by others to have been produced
for them asreaders. AsL’il Jand Amanda demonstrated, reading, uses, and text
interpretations depend on who is granted the capacity to construct themsalves through

popular culture.



CHAPTER5:

STRONG BELIEFS: CHRISTIANITY AND POPULAR CULTURE

8/9ers Christian music
e 6.5)

_ outh Group g
Clothing/ Leaders
Accessories

; e 'd O Iti
w 2 C )
., 0? .

Tt GROUPIDENTITY" ) ™

__Language — o :
Music/ \ JL— Clothing © Clothing  jcons
BL1OS ¢y " -

/Dance

Popular culture is mostly associated with images and lifestyles that media produce

for adolescents' pleasures. Concelved of in negative terms, images of sex, drugs, bodies,

violence, and acohal portrayed in movies, televison shows, fashion magazines, or on the

Internet usually come to mind when thinking of adolescents popular culture interests.

Though often left unrecognized and unaddressed, popular culture and pleasures dso

include aworld of images and lifestyles associated with rdigiouslives. And just as
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adolescents use and affiliate themsel ves with popular culture of the secular world, smilar
goods and services are available for adolescents in the spiritua world.

This chapter opens with a map illustrating how Tee and Rosa—two adol escent
girls—are produced with identities based upon their group filiation with rigiouslife
(represented by red lines), and how they both accept and push againgt these identities
while trying to maintain their places within the group (depicted with orange lines). Both
girls show how adolescents use rdligious texts to remain affiliated with a group, while
they smultaneoudy use texts to counter assumptions about their identities within the
group.

Rosaand Tee, though having never met, were both young adolescents whose uses
of popular culture affiliated them with particular Chrigtian identitiesin their in- and out-
of-school lives as young adolescents. Both girls were part of religious families, and both
had immigrated to new countries when they were five-years-old. Tee' s maternd
grandparents were Chrigtian missionaries on the Solomon Idands before moving their
family to New Zeadland, where Tee was born. When she wasfive, her sster Rachd was
seven, and her brother Matthew was three, her parents moved the entire family to asmdl
town in Queendand, Audtrdia so that they could attend a two-year bible college. Tee's
family liked Austrdlia so much that they decided to stay rather than to return to New
Zedand as her parents origindly had planned to do when they had finished their sudies
at thebible college.

Tee soverdl trangtion to anew country was relatively easy, a least asfar as she
recalled. She explained that Audtrdiawas just like New Zedand “except Audrdia's

hotter and it doesn't get any snow, and Ausdtradians talk a bit differently than Kiwis.”
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According to Tee, her life hadn’t changed much as aresult of the move. Sheintroduced

hersdlf to mein anote that she wrote on her family’s computer.

My CrAzY Worl D

Helo ©!!!

My nameis Tee © | loveto play with animas and dance to musc © My favouriteice

creams are choc mint and passion fruit © | enjoy Stting on the phone and talking to my
friendsif | havetime © | dso like writing long notes thet | give to them the next day ©

| spend most of my time doing home work and going to 8/9ers and dancing to Brittany
Spears because | like her music, but | don't redly like her persondity © My favourite

fast food is McDonad' s because | like their Filet-O-Fish burger© The subject | like

most in school is meths, Dramaand English because they arefun ©
OOOOOOOOOOOVOOOOLOLOOOOOOLOLOLOLOLOOLOLOOOOE

Tee steachers perceived no differences between Tee' slife asan Aussie or aKiwi,
ether. In fact, they didn't even redize that she wasn't Audrdian. The Grade 8
coordinator at Kehara described her “asthe typical Austraian teenager” inthat Tee
looked Audraian, with her stylish shoulder-length hair cut that accented her strawberry
blonde hair. Her English teacher remarked that Tee wasindeed “into al the Australian
trends.” Tee actudly fit in so effortlesdy with the other Audtrdian sudents a Kehara that
it wasn't until three weeks into the study that | learned that Tee had moved to Audtrdia
from New Zedand. When she told me that while Sitting with a group of friends during
morning tea, severd girls said that they didn’t believe her!

Tee and her family were ctively involved in Kehara Baptist Church that was
located near Kehara State High School, and when she wasn't in school, she most
regularly was at the church. She coached a church-sponsored netball team of 8-year-old

girls on Mondays, played on a church-sponsored netbal team on Tuesdays and
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Thursdays, attended youth group (called 8/9ers) on Fridays, played in and umpired
netbal games and tournaments on Saturdays, and went to church on Sundays. Also, on
Wednesdays, agroup of youth leaders from the church came to Kehara State High School
during lunch and hosted a Christian-based program called Student Focus. The group met
informaly in an empty classroom in the Grade 8 wing at Kehara. Tee regularly attended
this program with her friends, and often asked me to join them. When she described the
program, she said, “It'sredly fun. You play games and stuff, and then they talk about
God.”

Rosawas the middle of three children, too. When she was five, and her older
brother, Mario, was seven, her parents moved them, along with their infant brother Jesus,
from Mexico City to the Southern United States “to live a better life,” her father
explained. Over eight years, Rosal s family had to learn anew way of living, anew
language, and a different culture. Rosa's mother never learned to spesk English, but the
rest of the family had become bi-lingud. Juan, Rosa s father, explained thet the trangtion
hadn’t been difficult for the children because they made friends easily and learned
English in school. Besides their children’s educations, Juan and Helena fdt that raisng
their children as“Mexican Catholic” in the United States was most important. For them,
this process included membership at Santa Maria Catholic Church. This church wasin a
neighboring city and about a 35-minute commute from their home. Juan and Helena
thought it was important to join that particular community because the church catered to
the needs of a growing Spanish-speaking group of Catholics.

Rosa s parents had recently divorced, but Juan and Helenaworked it out between

them that one of them took the children to church on Sundays. So, Rosa and her brothers



and usudly her mother attended aweekly mass that was celebrated in Spanish, and then
they went out to eat with their Spanish gpeaking friends from the community. Rosa liked
Santa Maria and had made a couple of friends there, but because it was so far away from
her gpartment she was only involved on Sundays. “I have a couple of friends there and
suff,” she said. “My mom and my brothers have friends there too. We go to mass, and
then we eat together and come home.”

At Hancock there wasn't a comparable religioudy affiliated program like Student
Focusfor Rosa to attend. Actualy, though religion was centrd to Rosa s life, it was more
an aspect of her life asaMexican, which as | learned over time didn’t relate wdll to her
experiences a schoal.

When | met the two girls, they each told me in so many words thet they hated to
read. Neither one considered reading print-based texts to be popular culture at all, but this
changed for Tee when she bought her own bible. As part of their morning routine before
school, Tee' sfamily read portions of the bible during breskfast. Tee usudly used a
“kiddie bible” that had lots of picturesinit, but she hated it because the stories were “too
babyish.” She had seen other friends a her youth group with teen bibles, and she wanted
one because “it has study points for teenagersin it.” Her mother said it was silly to buy
another bible because the family had severa around the house. But when Tee received
$20 from her grandmother for her birthday, she went the next day and purchased a Teen
Devotional Bible.

Soon after Tee bought her bible, she invited me over to her house. She dumped
her yellow school satchel at her bedroom door and headed to the kitchen for a snack. She

quickly made a glass of Milo and grabbed adice of cheese, and then she took meto the
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bedroom that she shared with Rachdl. There next to her bottom bunk on a nightstand was
her brand new Teen Devotional Bible. She picked it up from the table, and we sat on the
floor where she proceeded to show me how it was set up.

“See” she sad, showing me the bright multi-colored cover, “I love my Teen
Devotional Bible. Likeit'sthe bible. It isn't written by teens, but this part is” She let the
biblefdl open. “I mean Al bibles pretty much say the samething,” she said while
turning the pages, “ Except this one has pecid little things for teens.” She stopped
flipping the pages, and said excitedly, “Ohright. Hereit id”

“See Margaret,” she put the book in my lap and pointed to different sections of a
double-page spread. “It has different parts, like Extreme Faith stuff, which isjust abig
paragraph, and it has these Guys and Girls sections, where it talks about going out with
people and things. And it has other sections about Worship and Emotions and Salf
Image.”

“So how isit different reading than the kiddie bible you have?’ | asked.

“Wadl, it isjust redly helpful reading for teenagers because these little stories
make it fun to read....And then at the back here it has specid thingsfor me. Firg, it has
my specid little dictionary so | can look up words, like heaven.” She took the book back
and flipped to the end.

“Her€ sheaven,” she pointed to the entry. “And it says dl the verses and pages
and where the word shows up in the bible. And then there' s this section. Thisis actudly
the best part.” She showed me a page that listed dl the books of the bible with asmall

box adjacent to each title.
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“When | read a section, then | tick it off. See, | ticked off Genes's because |
dready read it, 0 it helps because | am going to read the whole bible.”

“Redlly?’ | asked. “I thought you hated reading!”

“I do normally. But thisisredly fun becauseit’sthe bible, and | dready know the
stories, and then it has this new bit that is kinda for teenagers today. So that makesiit
hesps of fun.”

Rosadidn’t like reading at dl, not even the bible. “1 hate reading. I’'m not redly
interested in most the books at schoal. Likeif | ...just read the first chapter and | don't
likeit, I won't reed more. I'll just leave it there. | say that on the whole three yearsin
middle school | read dmost 20 books, well, not even 20 books.”

“Wéll, what about magazines?’ | asked.

“Sometimes I'll flick through them, but | don't like them either.”

“Aren’'t there magazines in the Media Center that you could read and check out?’

“No, not redly. | don't like the magazines a school, and you can’t check them
out. | don't like the Media Center either. You can't talk there, and | only go there when
Mrs. Mayeaux [the English teacher] makes me.”

“What about the bible?” | asked.

“Nah, my mom reads the bible, but | don't ever read it. It'sboring. | only listen to
the storieswhen | go to church.”

“You write lots of notes,” | said. “Do you ever reread those?’

“Nope. | read them, and then | keep them, some of them, in a specia place
because | don't want people to seethem,” she said. “But | don’'t go back and reread

them.”
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While neither Rosa nor Tee expressed interest in reading, Tee had recently begun
to like reading her Teen Devotional Bible because she liked the parts that related to being
ateenager. When she had to use the “kiddie bible,” Tee didn’t likereading at dl. It was
only after she found a bible that related to her needs and issues that she thought were
important as a teenager did she become interested, not only in reading stories or the
teenage sections, but actually she wanted to attempt to read the whole bible. Rosa, on the
other hand, saw no relation between reading print-based texts and her life, ether in- or
out-of-school. Reading and writing notes that she and her friend wrote were the extent of
the print-based reading that she enjoyed doing. Although Tee s and Rosd sinterestsin
popular culture as Chridtianity seemed Smilar, their group affiliation thet connected them
with Chridtianity was perceived quite differently in their in and out- of-schoal lives.

Teewas athin, ahletic, and outspoken 13-year-old. She was quite well-liked by
other students at Kehara, which surprised her and her parents. Tee described herself “asa
loner” when shewas in primary school because many of her beliefs and interests
involving Chrigtianity clashed with what seemed acceptable with her peers. She said that
often she'd come home from school in tears at the end of the school day because the
other children had been mean to her. She didn’t think much would change for her once
she began high school. But things did change, and actudly Tee' s entrance into Grade 8 at
Kehara afforded her accessto alarger circle of friends who shared smilar interestsin
Chrigtianity. Her mother, Sandra, said, “It's not that she' s different now to when she was
in primary schooal. | just think high school is so much bigger, and there is such avariety

of kids to mix with that it doesn't matter.”
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In Grade 8, Tee had found a group of friends with whom she shared interestsin
Chrigtianity. In English class, she wrote an essay about Group Identity that described how

her group effiliation worked.
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Tee used her interests in Chrigtianity to be part of this group identity. And aspects of

what Tee deemed popular culture became a part of group affiliation. For instance, one
morning Teeran up to me a 8:15 as | waswalking up the sairsinto the Grade 8 wing at
Kehara “Margaret! I've been looking for you this morning!” She squedled and thrust her

left hand up into my face. “Look what Trina bought for me from Americal” At firg |



thought she was trying to cal my attention to the neon-green fingernall polish she was
wearing.

“Wow! Your polish came from the U.S.?’ | marveled, ingpecting her negtly
meanicured fingernalls

“No, slly! Look &t this” she pointed to her thin arm. Snugly fastened around her
freckled wrigt was a thin, roya blue piece of cloth held together with asmadl slver
buckle. In large white letters was stamped W.S.F.J. across the band.

“Oh, what' s this? I’ ve never seen one like thisbefore.” | said, studying the letters
on the wristband.

“It sands for ‘We shinefor Jesus.” All of my friends have these bracelets. Wasn't

that nice of Trinato bring it to me? And it'sanew one. It' s not like the other ones—

W.W.JD., [What would Jesus do?] or F.R.O.G., [Fully relying on God] or even P.U.SH.

[Pray until something happens].”

“I've only seen the W.W.J.D. bracelets,” | replied.

“Thisoneis brand new, and no one hasit! I’ve got to go and show it to Nick
before form!” she exclaimed and ran off in search of her friend.

Because the students at Kehara wore uniforms, they used various accessories to
persondize what seemed like a homogeneous sea of green and black school skirts and
pants and matching green-flecked Kehara golf-style shirts. Often this meant searching for
ways to stland out or to blend in. Kids' affiliations in groups included wearing funky hair
clipsor certain joggers, decorating the cover of notebooks with well-liked movie sars, or

carrying particular satchdls, backpacks, or pencil cases, which in some way signaled
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membership with a group of peers. And having something new like a hard-to-find
Chrigtian bracdlet was dways exciting.

Among Tee' s group of friends, incorporating pargpherndialike Tee sW.SF.J.
bracelet or other Christian jewelry such as crosses or silver rings with fish on them into
their attire was away to identify themsdlves as a Chrigtian group. Tee and her friends
aso used stationery with Chrigtian logos like this one when they wrote notes to one

another.

And Tee had even figured out away to sgn her name on school assgnments and notes
such that “the Jesusfish” symbol was entwined in her letter formation.

School was certainly a place where Tee felt comfortable sharing her Chrigtian
faith, both in the clothing she wore and the discussions she had. The Chrigtian group of
15 or so boys and girls that she hung out with during morning tea and lunch spent alot of
time discussing aspects of Chridtianity. Exploring how thelr lives as Chrigiansfit into
other areas of their teenage life was the most centra topic. Not only did Tee and her
friends attend Student Focus at Kehara, but they aso attended 8/9ers together, the Friday
afternoon youth group at Kehara Baptist Church. Grade 8 and 9 students from dl over the

city cameto thisweekly activity.
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Like Tee, Rosafdt that Chrigtianity—and specificaly Catholician—was central
to her life. However, her interestsin Catholicism that related to her group affiliation with
three other Mexican girls at Hancock didn't seem tofit in at al with school, and she had
more difficulty than Tee did to work her popular cuture interests into school that
reflected her religious beliefs. In October, soon after | first met her, | picked her up at her
gpartment complex one day after school because she wanted to go to the mall. She was
waiting on the balcony when | arrived. Seeing my car pull into the parking lot, she came
bounding down the black sted stairs from the second story. She was wearing apair of
khaki bell-bottom Pipes jeans that she had worn that day to school. But she had changed
from a short-deeved red t-shirt with an Old Navy logo on it into a short-deeved white t-
shirt with the Virgin Mary in ablue, flowing robe slk-screened on the chest. She hopped
into my car and pulled off alight-blue clip that was attached to one of the straps of her
black backpack that she dways carried with her. She combed her waist-length black hair
away from her face with the teeth of the clip.

“Hey, | like your shirt!” | remarked as we headed out of the parking lot.

“Thankd | got this shirt at church. All the kids who were there got the shirt
because it was a specid day for Maria” She wove her hair into athick, long braid as she
talked.

“It' svery pretty.”

“I likeit. I think she looks like an angel with these stars around her head. It'sfor
when she goes to heaven,” Rosa explained.

“Oh! Did you get it on the Feadt of the Assumption of Mary in August?’ | asked.



She rummaged through her backpack. “Y eah. How’ dya know that?’ she asked
and then pulled out a brown rubber band from her pack and quickly wound it around the
end of her braid.

“I'm Cathalic, too.”

“Oh! You know what?’ she said, looking a me. “1 woreit to school, and the
teacher made me turn it ingde out because we aren’t supposed to wear rdigious stuff to
school.”

“Redlly? When did that happen?’ | asked.

“Sometime in September.” She affixed the clip back onto one of the straps of her

“But can't kids wear rdigious clothing to school 7’ | asked.

“I don’'t know. | had to go to the office, and they just made meturn it the other
way. Like [the teachers] think that the t-shirt hasto do with being in agang. | till wear it
to school. Well, sometimes | weer it, but I'll just wear it under—you know my grey
jacket? Il just wear it under that, and then I'll zip it up.”

Both Kehara and Hancock were public schools, so a separation of church and
date prevailed. And though religion was not something that was taught or discussed in
ether school within the curriculum or by classroom teachers, it was more obvious and
readily accepted at Keharathan at Hancock. At Kehara, students participated in
extracurricular activities such as Student Focus that occurred on school property but were
not school-sponsored activities. Hancock didn’'t have a comparable program. Perhapsthis
iswhy Rosafdt that her own interests in Chridtianity and in Catholicism were squelched

at school, while Tee openly used schoal as a place to express her religious beliefs.
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Whereas Tee used Chrigtianity to connect with her peers and was seen by her teachers as
“into adl thetrends,” Rosa's popular culture interests kept her feding like an outsider at
school. Because she had to turn the t-shirt inside out, she surmised thét the teachers
thought that her t-shirt was in some way gang related.

Thisincident a school affected how Rosa viewed wearing other rdligious articles
of clothing that she owned. At her gpartment one afternoon, Rosa pulled out a t-shirt from
her bureau to show me. On the front was a depiction of the crucifixion of Christ. She said
that her mother bought for her at a church fundraiser. | asked her if she ever wore it to
schooal. “No, | don't want the teachers to tell me that people might fedl bad about it or
they might not like it because there was blood on him. Maybe it just looks too violent. |
don’'t know.” Protecting her own fedlings and assuming that she knew how teachers
would read her shirt and react a school, Rosa decided to keep that shirt to herself and not
to wear it to school.

Actudly dl sorts of Catholic pargphernaia adorned the tidy, four-room apartment
that Rosa shared with her mother and brothers. A well-worn maroon colored bible dways
sat on the table in the living room. Rosa said that it belonged to her mother, but Rosa
never read it. And framed on the wall were Rosaand Mario’ s first communion
certificates from Santa Maria Catholic Church. In Rosa’ s bedroom, which was covered
with al sorts of stuffed anima's and teddy bears and hats, was a framed picture of the
Virgin Mary that hung over her bed. Surrounding the picture were photographs of her and

her brothers.
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Rosa proudly showed the picture to me one afternoon after school. She took me to her
room and jumped onto her bed, pointed to the picture, and sat quietly for amoment. Asl
sudied it, she rlated it to her life asaMexican and to her Catholic beliefs. “Most people
who are Mexican that | know have one of those hanging somewherein their house,” she
said. “And, most people keep them in their house because Mother Mary takes care of
them so that nothing happens to them.”

“Oh, | see” | said. “I redlly like this picture.”

“And that iswhy there are pictures of me and Mario and Jesus, too. Sheis
watching us.”

Thet-shirt Rosawore resembled the image of the Madonna that she kept in her
room. Without directly relating the two, Rosa pointed out how the Virgin Mary was
important in her life. Her interest in the Virgin Mary had nothing a al to do with gang-
related activity as she said her teachers suspected the t-shirt meant. Insteed, for Rosa, the
t-shirt had more to do with a Mexican identity that related to her interest in Catholicism.

To Rosa, school wasn't awelcoming place where she felt comfortable sharing her

popular culture interests that related to her Mexican and Catholic beiefs. She became
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protective of what was important to her, keeping her faith away from school or actively
seeking to keep it under wraps, as when she wore her t-shirt with the Virgin Mary on the
chest covered by her grey jacket. Though not made to wear uniforms at Hancock, she
thought that her own interestsin popular culture related to her Mexican identity and to
Catholicism weren't accepted by those who were not Spanish speakers. On numerous
occasions, Rosa commented about the injustices she perceived at school that were
directed toward her group affiliation as a Mexican and Catholic. She talked at length
about it when we were at her gpartment or at the mall, her two favorite placesto go as
soon as the school day was over.

“I think that school isworn down,” she said about Hancock one early evening as
we s in her living room on the sofa. “It isold, cold, and boring. | don’t like what we
learn either because it is't very important to my life”

“Likewhy isn't it important to your life?’ | asked.

Raising her voice a hit, she said, “[Hancock] isracist, and Spanish-peaking kids
aren't treated as good as the other kids....People don't give the Spanish kids much chance
because they don't think that we understand or like we can’t speak good English...Some
kids are dways telling Spanish kids to go back to Mexico.”

Rosa only hung out with three other Spanish spesking eighth grade girls a
Hancock. Other students who weren't part of Rosa's circle of friends often asked her
questions about “being Mexican.” For example, in the lunch line one day, an African
American boy who was standing next to her told her that she was beautiful and then
asked if she was Indian. Rosa laughed and said, “No way boy! | am Mexican!” To which

he replied, “Stop kiddin® me!” And on another day, during art class, Felicity, awhite girl
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whom Rosadidn’t know well and who sat across from Rosa at aworktable, said, “You
are too white to be Mexican. What did you do?’

Rosawas outlining the phrase “Te Amo” in blue paint on the roof of birdhouse
she had built and had painted yellow. She didn’'t answer.

“Serioudy, what did you do?” Felicity persisted.

Rosadidn’t look up, but said, “1 amwhat | am. | don’'t have to explain anything to
you.” She spent the last 20 minutes of class painting, and she didn’t talk to anyone.

No doubt categorical assumptions produced Rosa with a particular Mexican
identity at school. These assumptions—based upon aspects of Rosa's popular culture
interests—produced a Mexican identity that included gang relations to visua images of
the Virgin Mary and assumptions about Rosa s skin color. These categories marked Rosa
inwaysthat didn’t at al match up with her own uses of popular culture to congtruct her
own understanding of herself as Mexican girl. Perhaps her fedings of being
misunderstood at school kept her from engaging with other students more often. Instead,
Rosa kept her circle tight, initiating discussions only with the other Spanish-spesking
students.

Unlike Tee, whose move to another country didn’t seem to affect her lifestyle or
her popular culture interests, Rosa' s life was different. She was reserved in school. She
did what she had to do to get dong in her classes, and despite the fact that she had strong
critiques of the school and of the people, she did what adults asked of her. Her language
arts teacher described her as “the typicd Latinagirl. She's smarter than sheletson,” she
sad. “1 know that she knows the answers to questions, but shewon’t talk in front of a

group.” Speaking later about these perceptions, Rosareplied, “Yeah, in classes| am
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quiet. Evenif | know the answer to the question that the teacher asks, | say | don’t know,
or | answer the question with alow voice and the teacher can't hear me. But outside of
classes, like when | am with my friendsor | am a home, | just talk dl thetime! | can't
stop talking! See, | loveto talk!”

Sure enough, Rosa had much to say outside of school, but she remained reserved
in classes. Usudly she only spoke up when asked by ateacher to trandate information
into Spanish for a male student with limited English proficiency that had recently
trandferred to Hancock from South America. When Sergio arrived, Rosa' s class schedule
changed. The teacherstold her the change occurred so that she could help Sergio with his
English. Rosa resented having to change her schedule and to do thiswork. She fdlt that
the only time being Mexican was appreciated was when she could help out a teacher with
language issues. As soon as she could get into the hallway or off school property, she
openly vented her frustrations. “Ooooh,” she declared one day when we left her reading
class where she had obediently spent the entire period trandating for Sergio the teecher’s
directions and an excerpt from 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream. *[ The teachers] just get on
my nerves. It bothers me because they tell me what | can say, and then they aretdling
you what you can wear and can’'t wear to school, and it’s like they're telling me that |
can't think what | want to think.”

Rosawas proud of her Spanish language, of Catholicism, and of her Mexican
culture, but she felt that people at Hancock defined her according to these categoriesin
ways that she didn’t like. To Rosa, it seemed that language and clothing and religious
beliefs were al tied up together. And across dl three of these areas, she felt odtracized at

school by people who were not like herself. Although students at Hancock seemed to

156



157

have more freedom than the sudents at Keharato “ bring their individuaity to school” in
that students weren't required to wear a uniform, Rosa nevertheless felt that her popular
culture interests were not vaued or recognized as important. She thought that the teachers
and Non-Mexican students at the school didn’t understand or attempt to understand her.
Whereas Tee had found a place in-school that matched her out- of-school popular culture
interests, Rosa fdlt that her own interests weren't val ued.

Just as Tee and Rosa used icons of Chrigtianity that were produced for them to
assart particular identities of themsalves to others, they aso used clothing to read other
people at school, and they attributed others' beliefs and actions to the ways that they

dressed. Rosawrotein her dialogue journa entry from October 27, 2000:

Rosa s decisions about not liking the way that other students like Violet acted were often

based upon her perceptions of how other girls dressed and why they wore certain clothes



to schooal. This came out one afternoon while we were a the mall looking around in

stores. Rosawanted to go to Clares, Sears, G& G, and JC Penney. In each of these stores,
Rosa noted the kinds of clothing that were for sde that different groups of kids wore to
school. Seeing arow of midriff shirts, she said, “ These are shirts that the preppy girls

wear to school.”

“Why the preppy girls?’

“They like to wear clothesthat are alittle bit tight,” she replied.

“Why?’

“To get the preppy guysto look at them.” She said. “Y ou know how alot of white
girlstry to act so pretty at school, and so my friends and I, we just make fun of them
because they are just making afool of themsdves, trying to put make-up on to ook pretty
when they know like if God gave them that face why didn’t they just keep it like that?”

“You think that dl white girls are like that? That they dl do that at Hancock?’

“No, just the ones—white girls and black girls—trying to act so popular and
trying to be popular so that people pay atention to them. So | don't like hanging around
with that kind of people.”

To Rosg, dressing according to what she saw as popular culture determined how
people acted. Rosa often compared the differences between the ways that she and her
three Mexican girlfriends dressed for school to that of other Non-Mexican students.
“People at Hancock areracist to Mexicans,” she noted. “[Mexican| kids get teased dl the
time because they don’t redlly wear fancy clothes to school. We don't go and try and be
someone we are not or something just to impress someone. | only wear fancy clothesto

church.”
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“Do other kids get teased, too?’ | asked.

“I don't know. | don’t get in other peoplée' s business. Sometimes what | don't like
about people at school isthat they just try to be somebody that they aren’t. | mean they
should be happy for what they have and not try to use dl these other things to make them
happy so that they’ll have friends.”

“Like what other things?’ | asked.

“Like clothes and stuff,” Rosasaid. “They just care too much about what other
people think of them....l don't redly care what other people think of me!” she said. “I
wear what | want to school. Boys or girls aren't going to tell me what to do.”

Tee, aswell, used her own popular culture interests, perceptions, and her past
experiences of being ignored by peersin order to categorize and name other people based
upon the way they dress. One day in English class, she wrote an essay on peer pressure,

describing how she saw identity, dress, and actions to be intertwined.
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Later on, Tee and | discussed thisideathat peopl€e s clothing choices determined their
actions. | asked her what she thought of the way she dressed. She said, “I just wear what |
want to wear. If | think something looks nice, | want to wear it, not because everyone e'se
iswearing it...But somekids, they’ll do anything so that they’ Il have friends. It's a bit

like awannabe. Oh, what am | trying to say? | guessit’s like this—lots of people do
different things to make themsdlves stand out to be accepted,” she declared emphaticaly.

“And do you do that?’ | asked.

“Not intentiondly. If | do, not intentiondly,” she replied.

Perhaps Rosa and Tee didn’t see themselves as categorizing others according to
clothing in the same ways that others categorized them as particular kinds of people.
These girls used aspects of Chrigtianity to be recognized as particular kinds of people, yet
neither of them thought that their choices of dress had anything to do with their desresto
want to be associated with a particular group, to be named as a particular kind of person.
For Rosa, wearing rdigious t-shirts were part of being aMexican girl and having an
affiliation with the Virgin Mary was not only part of her Mexican identity but dso part of
her Cathalic identity. And though Tee said that she didn’t dress intentiondly to be
recognized as a particular kind of person, she did certain things such as wearing the
Chrigtian bracdet and buying and reading the Teen Devotional Bible to be part of her
Chridtian group of friends. While these girls didn’t like being singled out in negative
ways according to their dress and actions, they based their judgment of others on these
same premises. To Tee and Rosa, to be up with particular trends that contradicted their

beliefs was tantamount to wanting to be popular, and being desirous of popularity
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connoted dl sorts of negative ramifications, which was nothing short of sdling out just to
be accepted.

But just asthese girls were produced as particular kinds of people based upon
group affiliations and identities that involved Chridianity, they aso pushed againg their
respective group identities that produced them with particular interests. For Rosa, this
renegotiation of a Mexican and Cathalic identity had to do with expectations of being a
Mexican girl, her understanding of Chrigtian icons, and her uses of clothing. Teg' s push
agang a group identity involved music, language, dancing, and clothing.

Rosa prided herself on being a Mexican girl, and she often reasoned that she did
certain things because she was Mexican. For example, sometimes we would take Jesus
with us to the mall because Rosa said that she looked after her baby brother while her
older brother did other things because she was agirl and should babysit. She aso enjoyed
cooking with her mother, and she didn’t want her brothersinvolved in their forays
because she said that it was what Mexican girls do together. And, on the Feast of Our
Lady of Guadaupe (December 9), Rosa went with her family to mass at 5:00 A.M. “to
sing to Maria because that is what Mexican Catholics do.” Rosa, however, wasn't dways
content with the identity of a Mexican girl that produced her as a particular kind of
person. Rather than just accept that identity, she used other aspects of popular culture to
construct new ways of being that changed how she saw hersdlf asaMexican girl and asa
Catholic.

In the fal, Hancock hosted a Halloween dance at school. Rosa's parents didn’t
want her to go to the dance, but she argued with them about it. After this discusson, Rosa

was dlowed to go to the dance, and she felt like she had made some progress as a 12-



year-old. “Culturdly, asaMexican girl,” she said, “I am not supposed to date until | am
15, and | am not supposed to go to dances until then ether. But | talked with my mom
and dad about it, and s0 because | act right, | get alot of privileges.” In exchange for
these privileges to go to dances, she said, “I just can’t skip school; | can’'t sneak boysinto
the house; | can't snesk out; and | can't do drugs. If | do any of those things my mom will
throw me out of the house. And | can’t have sex until | am married.”

Though Rosa often said that certain aspects of her life indicated that she was
“Mexican Cathalic,” such as her involvement at the Spanish mass a SantaMaria
Catholic Church, her atendance at the celebration of Our Lady of Guadaupe, or her
sggnature on her dialogue entries that often included a picture of arose, she dso pushed
againg particular icons defining her with a Catholic identity. One afternoon, while
hanging out at her house, she showed me a crystd, heart-shaped box with a cross on the
lid. Seeing the cross, | asked her if it was something rdigious.

She seemed a bit annoyed when she responded. “Not everything that has a cross
hasto berdigious” Then she said that she didn’t useit reigioudy; she kept her notesin
the box. “Well sometimes people just like something because other people likeit, and
sometimes | like it because other people like it, but that does't mean that it tells me what
to do.” She went onto say, “Like across and those kinds of things. It’simportant for lots
of people, but it’s not the sameto al of them. So, sometimesiit just depends.”

Rosa s uses of the box with the cross on it had nothing &t al to do with any
religious affiliation of being Cathalic. To her, a cross meant only what people made of
it—just like her t-shirt with the Virgin Mary or the crucifix on the front. She didn’t want

me to assume that just because she was a“Mexican Catholic”’ that dl religious icons or
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symbols defined her as being a particular kind of person or defined her uses of items. She
wanted to show me her box where she kept her notes, not areligious aspect of her life,
And when | misunderstood her uses of texts, she became annoyed and let me know as
much.

Tee ds0 pushed againgt the Christian identity that produced her as a particular
person. On a sunny and warm Friday after school, Tee and four of her boy and girl
friends from the Christian group waited for me on the sairs at the entrance to Kehara.
When | arrived, the six of us headed to 8/9ers. We waked together the hilly, haf-mile
jaunt through the neighborhood from Kehara High School to Kehara Baptist Church.
About a hdf-hour later, we arrived at a large contemporary structure, which the kids
explained was the church. | followed them, and we headed down a steep hill to alower-
level entrance on the backside of the building. Once inside, the kids dropped their school
backpacks and satchels in the foyer and headed toward alarge, open room to their |eft.

Fifty or so kids dressed in uniforms representing different schools were al over
the recreation room ares, Stting and chatting in groups, playing fooshdl, table tennis, air
hockey, and anumber of other games set up around the room. Music of DC Talk filled
the room from an enormous boombox placed in the middle of the action. Tee took me
over and introduced me to Beth and Laudy, two youth group leadersin their early
twenties, whom Tee and the other kids often talked about at school. Like Tee and her
friends, these youth leaders wore W.W.J. D. bracelets. These women welcomed meinto
the group and then gave me atri-fold flyer that described 8/9ers. One side of the flyer

showed aclose up of agirl’sface, asif screaming, with her tongue hanging out to riva
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that of Gene Smmons. A second side of the flyer gave the upcoming dates and events

that the 8/9ers group had planned. And the third Sde looked like this:

*  \t's Friday arve and your brain 7S sbout te
sxplods From the amount of junk yeur tescher |
wants te ram inte your hesad. The 1asSt thing youl
want te de 1S get heme to do more study of
werss -leak sfter your baby brather or sistef.
Vf you want to let 1oote snd have & crazy time,

g6t your gear ta 8Fers.

89'ers s full of/Sick games, awesame sacials,
wnreal Foad wnd weekly events that o OEES
88'ars 18 desTgned with yeu in minds Ws net anly
heve & grest time, Wut we alise take & ldq.dlhg_@:__ft
sesues relevafit te Y&U fram God's perspective.

It seemed that the creators of the 8/9ers targeted adolescents to be a part of the
youth group in ways similar to other forms of popular culture in the adolescents' lives.
The producers of this brochure appealed to adolescents' desire to have fun and “to have a
crazy time’ a the church while making school out to be pain because of “the amount of
junk” teachers rammed into kids heads. This sort of text seemed not unlike talk | heard
on theradio or saw on loca televison shows that the adolescents talked about.

Beth, Laudy, Tee, and | sat together on top of atable. Tee kept awatchful eye on
the door for the arriva of some of her friends from other schools.

The girls talk soon turned to music.

“| just bought the newest DC Talk dbum,” sad Beth.

“Ohyesah,” said Laudy. “I like them. They're like Jars of Clay.”

Teesad, “Yeah, | have that one—' Supernatural.’ | aso have M2M and Britney
Spears. You know her Margaret. She'sbigin Americal”

“Yesh sheid” | said.
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Beth looked over at Tee and asked, “Do you like her?’

“Yeah, | like her music. She's good to danceto, but | don’t like how she dresses
and acts.”

“Oh,” said Beth. “ Tee, what radio station do you listen to?’

“Mostly B105,” Tee answered.

“Doyou?’ asked Beth. “You really like that sation?’

Tee slegs hung off of the table where she sat. She swung them around and
thought for abit. Then she said, “Yeah, | like B105, but | don’t like the crappy talkers.
They like to swear alot, and they talk about sex, and | don’t redly like that. When they
do that, | change the station and listen to 96.5 [the Chrigtian Family station].”

“Yeah, 96.5 isthe best station. Y ou should start therel” Beth replied.

Teesad, “But | like the music on B105.”

At this point, Laudy chimed in and sad, “If you don't like the trashy talk, then
listen to 96.5.”

“I do ligen to it, but | like the music on B105,” Tee responded, and then she
jumped off the table and went to play air hockey.

Tee didn't mention this episode again. But several weeks later adiscusson
ensued about music between Tee and her Christian friends one day at school during
morning tea. Tee sat around in acircle with girls and boys that she hung out with on a
concreted area outside the Grade 8 wing of the school. Asthey ate their snacks, a dispute
arose among them about what kinds of music they could or should listen to as Chrigians.

“| am Chrigtian, but | like Non-Christian music,” Tee said.

Mary looked over a Tee and asked, “What if you only listen to Chrigtian music?’
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“Then you miss out on awhole heagp of good stuff,” Tee sad. “I like the
Vengaboys, and | used to like S2, but they use baby voices and that bothers me now. But
| do likethe song ‘ Sigters that they sing because it reminds me of my sger.”

Mary sad, “Wdl, I'm aChrigtian so | might aswell ligen to Christian music.”

Teedidn't answer. Sheturned to Addline and said, “I just made up thisreally cool
dance yesterday. It took me about al day.”

“Yeah, what to?" Adeline asked.

“The Vengaboys. | used * Skinny Dipping.’ Itisaredly good song, itis. It says,
‘Take your clothes off. That’'swhat we love!’”

“Oh, | know that song!” yelled Brianna, and she and Tee and Addine began to
sngthelyrics.

A discussion then ensued about the lyrics of “ Skinny Dipping” that Tee wanted to
use to create a dance to do for assembly, and several of her friends protested, saying that
she couldn’t do that because she was Christian.

Finally, not understanding what the dispute was about, | interjected and asked
Tee, “Does being Chrigtian matter to like different kinds of music?’

“No!” Tee said adamantly. “1 listen to more NonChrigtian music than Christian
musc. Mog Chrigian mudgcislike ‘All-e-lu-yah! All-e-lu-yah! All-e-lu-yah! All-e-1u-
uuuu-yahhhh!” And it's not that good.”

“Nah-uh,” argued Mary. “Lotsof Christian music is not like that!”

“Yeah...but | think Non-Christian music is better because there are better begts to
danceto,” replied Tee.

“But some Chrigtian music islike rock music,” Mary shot back.
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“Yeah, that'strue,” said Tee. “You'reright.”

“We have a Christian dance group at our church. It's like a dance school, and we
use Chrigtian music, and it has agood begt,” Mary continued.

“That’slike Directions a [Kehara Baptist Church]. 1 am going to join that next
year when I’'m old enough in Grade 9,” added Brianna.

“Yeah, they'reredly good,” agreed Tee. “Mary, | just mean to say that | do both.
| redly like to make dances, and | like Christian music, but sometimes | think it’s better
to do dances with Non-Christian music because the music part, like the beet part, is
better.”

To Tee, being a Christian was important, but so was music. In the context of
8/9ers, the youth group leaderstried to get Teeto listen primarily to the Chrigtian station,
and Mary argued that because she was Chrigtian, she listened to Christian music. But Tee
saw things differently. She especidly loved dancing, and in the afternoons after schooal,
she' d often spend an hour or two listening to music and choreographing adanceto it. As
Tee saw it, she could still be a Chrigtian and listen to radio stations and to cds that
weren't specificaly categorized as “ Chrigtian.” She didn’t want the group identity to
override her own uses of popular culture that extended beyond it. By opening hersdlf up
to what she called “Non-Chrigtian” music, she reasoned that she had more listening
options and better dancing music.

Tee a0 used language to push againgt a particular way of being as a Christian
within her group of Chrigtian friends. Teeg' s group of friends often wrote notes to one

another, either on paper or in the “notes section” of the school-issued diaries. Tee's



mother didn’t particularly like this notewriting practice because Tee often wrote notes to

boys, especidly to Nick, one of her best friends. One such note Tee gave to Nick said:
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Tee showed it to me and asked meif | understood it. | read it through silently, and

shesaid, “No, read it aoud. | want to see something.”

So | read it doud, and when | got to theend, | read, “I love you for you area...”

But | couldn’t figure out the ending.

Tee began laughing.

“I don’t know thispart,” | said, and pointed to the QTD.
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“Oh, that's just the way we write Cutie Pie!” She mused. “My mum couldn't
figure that out either, and she said | shouldn’t write with Signslike that. She doesn't
understand that there' s a different way to spell!”

“Did you show this noteto her?’ | asked Tee.

“No!” she sad, “She wouldn't care, but she might chuck a spasthat | caled Nick
sexy. Shewould think it's bad.”

“Why?’

“Because she would just think that | was being naughty with aboy. | don't mean it
like sexy in that way.”

“What way?" | asked.

“Like sexy body, in that way. | mean | just useit. Seg, it's different with Nick. He
cdlsmecutie-pieand | cdl him sexy. We're just friends.”

To Tee, the symbols QTD meant something in particular. But the word sexy
didn’'t mean sexy in asexud sense, as she gpeculated that her mother might read and
imagine the word to mean. Ingtead, she used it as a playful and friendly term with her
buddy, Nick.

Both Tee' s and Rosa s parents were involved in their daughters lives and felt
amilarly about their daughters popular culture interests. Sandra, Tee's mother, and Juan,
Rosa' sfather, talked at length about how they conceptualized their daughter’ s popular
culture interests in relation to the groups and identities of which the girlswere a part.
Sandra explained how she fdlt about Tee sinterestsin popular culture while we visited
one morning at the eatery in the loca shopping center. “Here'show Don and | seeit: We

want [our children] to have a Chridtian faith, and we want them to go on, but we can't
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force them to have it...So we ve have tried very much to make them, to try to help them
to choose why they want to believe in God, not just because mum and dad believe in
God...I do discuss Chrigtian things very much and relate them to what we cdl worldly
things, so that she can make a choice.” Sandra and Don defined worldly things as those
agpects of Teg' slife and interests that didn’t seem to mesh with the family’ s view of
Chridtianity. Thisincduded her interest in music that wasn't Chrigtian and clothing she
wanted to wear that seemed out of line with ther beliefs.

Although Tee thought her parents were sometimes too overprotective and
reectionary, Sandra saw it differently. Unlike her own gtrict upbringing that kept her from
wearing togs or shorts or engaging in activities on Sunday, she wanted to dlow her own
children more experiences. So when Tee bought a pair of leopard skin pants her mother
didn’'t do anything, though she didn’t agree with it. Sandra said, “Y ou know that pair of
leopard skin pants she has? | think she likes them because they are tight, and they st on
the hip s0 if she can get her top short enough she will show off apart of her midriff...1
mean that is my perception. She would probably say that | was completely wrong. She
would say that | have the wrong concept of why she wore them.”

Sandrareslized that Tee needed to make some decisions on her own. She didn't
agree with Tee s desire to purchase the pants, but she conceptuaized Tee' s purchasein
terms of Chridtianity. “If you make something an absolute no-no, they want it,” Sandra
reasoned. “It’'slike it gives an attraction to it. If you absolutdy can’t have it, then you
have adesreto want it. So, | just, | suppose | think it is better to expose them....l just
want them to make the right choices based on what we think at home, what we believe

God teaches us, and what they think will be beneficid to them. So | want them to try and
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see the bigger picture....You know, o if [Teg] goes and wears these nothing clothes, it's
just not necessary, | mean, it is provocetive, al these clothes. So | talk to her about it.”

Juan, like Sandra, understood that his beliefs in Catholicism might differ from
ideas about a femde identity and from fashion trends that Rosa liked. Rather than forbid
her from wearing particular kinds of clothing, he talked with her about the differences he
saw. He compared the past to the present, saying, “ See, right now, the fashionisredly
different than how we used to dress, and they have big jeans and smdll shirts. | don’t
think it is any problem. But of course, we aso talk about it because trends now, well you
have to cover yoursdf. Sometimes the way they dress, it don’t mean anything, but
sometimes they don’t cover much. Y ou know, you have to think about what other people
will think, about how they might think something different.”

Juan knew that Rosa had recently bought a shirt at the mall that said “Hirt” across
the chest. After Rosa bought it, she told me that her father wouldn't like it, but she said
that it was funny and that girls needed to have some fun with what they wore. During our
conversation, Juan used Rosa's recent purchase to explain how he felt. He admitted that
he didn’t like Rosa s Flirt shirt because of what others might think about why she was
wearing it. He thought about it for awhile and drank his Dunkin’ Donut coffee. “Y eah,”
he finally said. “I’ ve been talking to her about it. And sometimes the way they dress, |
don't likeit, but what can | do?’ Juan felt that he couldn’t dictate to his daughter how to
dress or act or behave, but he did think that discussing differences was important and
contextudizing differences in the perceptions about popular culturein light of their
Catholic faith was important. He explained, “[Rosais] going to do it anyway. Y ou know

if I want to keep [her] from doing something, she is going to think about it
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anyway...Then, I'll say, let’s see this and see how we think about it. | want [her] to know
what we think about it at home and then decide for [hersdf]. So | talk to her. | don’t get
to see them too much, but | talk to her on the phone every day, and | know she goesto
church...too.”

Juan felt that he couldn’t do anything about the fact that Rosa bought the shirt.
But he did fed it was important to talk with her about how it might be read and perceived
by others. Like Rosa' s speculation that her shirt with Jesus on the chest might be
problematic for teachers, he wanted her to know that the Hirt shirt might make people
think something about her that went againgt their Catholic beliefs.

Whereas Sandrafelt that she should allow Tee to be exposed to “worldly things’
S0 that Tee could make a choice about how to act, dress, and behave in relation to their
Chrigtian beliefs, Juan conceptudized Rosa' s exposure to living in the United States.
Like Sandra, Juan wanted Rosa to think about what she was doing and how she was
doing it in terms of their faith. But he wanted her to think about these things in terms of
living in a diverse community. “We have to learn from everybody. | mean it's different
ways to do things and different ways to think about things. That’swhat | want my
children to know. Because in the United States it's hard because there are alot of cultures
and people are dl different. Y ou got to respect different people, and you got to respect
ther faith. And if you don't like it, then don't get too close. And that’ s that. That's just
theway itis”

Rosa s and Tee' s photos they took for their documentaries illustrated the
differences in the ways that they saw popular culture and Chrigtianity in various aspects

of their lives. All of the pictures Rosa took were taken either at her house or at the mall.
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She said that she wanted to take a picture a her church, but she always forgot to take the
camerawith her. Of the eight pictures Rosa took, four were taken at home and four were
taken at the mall. The 13 pictures Tee shared, on the other hand, were taken at schooal, at
home, and with her friends in different places and illustrated how her popular culture
interests crossed severa contexts.

Both Rosa and Tee understood how others produced them with particular
identities through their uses of texts they deemed popular culture and how the groups
used particular kinds of texts. These girls redized that popular culture was produced for
them, and they used that popular culture in ways that perpetuated categorical
understandings of membership within agroup identity. Yet a the same time, these girls
used popular culture to push againgt those categories that defined them with particular

group identities.
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CHAPTERG:
A TOUCH OF GREY: RETHINKING ADOLESCENCE,

POPULAR CULTURE, AND LITERACIES

Teachers and parents categorized Tommy, A, Amanda, L’il J, Tee, Rosa, and
Timony as adolescents and chalked up their uses of popular culture to that age period.
The adults perceived the 12- and 13-year-olds popular culture uses as acts of subversion,
rebellion, or mindless consumption characteristic of the stage or phase of adolescence.

The adolescents’ text uses framed by these conditions resulted in adults desiresto assist
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adolescentsin forming safe and secure identities, and popular culture seemed counter to
the adults efforts. Adults described adolescents uses of popular culture in negative
terms, often dluding to it as detrimentd to the production and formation of secure
identities. Adolescents could use popular culture rightly or wrongly, Amanda s mother
noted. Timony’s uses of popular culture produced a dark side that disturbed his teachers.

Allusionsto popular culture as dark, foreboding, uncertain, and in opposition to
developing stable identities abounded. But there' s something to be said about and learned
from what' s seemingly dark. Before adults go running to adolescents aid to save them
from theills of popular culture that detract from forming secure and stable identities, we
might do well to consider how adolescents use popular culture to keep notions of stable
identitiesin play and to reshape identities that they perceive as producing them. Looking
at what seems dark and obscure and what seems light and gpparent in adolescents
popular culture holds potentid for illustrating how adolescents use popular culture
condructively as part of their literacy lives.

The figure that opens this chapter represents the relations between adolescents,
texts, and gructures in this study. The seven adolescents frame the bottom of the figure.
The 10 overlapping popular culture interests they used repeetedly during the 10-week
period resde in the middle of the drawing between the adolescents and the outside edge
of the figure. The upper, outside edge frames the figure and denotes the seven structures
that produced identities for the adolescents and that the adolescents attempted to dter.

Chiaroscuro is an artigtic technique that attends to areas of an illugtration where
light and dark meet up and highlights something that might otherwise be overlooked. |

applied this technique in my andysis of the data to depict how adolescents use popular
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culture in interweaving and complementary ways to negotiate and renegotiate being
produced with identities while Smultaneoudy congtructing dternative notions of
themselvesin their uses of popular culture texts. The subtle gradations of light and dark
permitted an examination of the adolescents' text uses as a network connecting the
adolescents, as they attempted to construct new ways of being, to the structures that
produced identities for them.

The maps that opened Chapters 2 through 5 depicted the adolescents' literacies
involving popular culture texts. The illustrations showed how others produced them with
identity based upon the adolescents popular culture interests and how the adolescents
used texts to push againgt those identities thet they found limiting. Their engagement in
pushing againg gable or multiple identitiesis displayed in orange, while the identities
that sought to produce them as specific people are shown in red. What isn't illustrated in
those maps and what became clearer in the use of chiaroscuro were the overlaps of rexts
that adolescents used and the connections to structures adolescents tried to adjust asa
result of their uses of texts. In the figure a the beginning of this chapter, chiaroscuro
illugtrates how adolescents' engagement of popular culture, which often seemed
conceded and underground in Chapters 2 through 5, became a network of light and dark
passageway's, aweb of uses that weren't subterranean at dl and that actually pushed
againg structures (ability, age, body, class, ethnicity [including culture, language,
nationdity, and religion]) of being located as a particular person with a stable identity.
Chiaroscuro: Seeing with Light and Dark

Chiaroscuro is atechnique that was devel oped throughout the Italian Renaissance.

During this period artists experimented with technica forms that moved them away from
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painting that lacked complexity and intengity. This technique became popular with
renowned artists such as Leonardo de Vinci, Giotto, and Raphael who were inspired by
the dimengondity that amultiplicity of colors gave to surfaces to exemplify depth. In
their experimentation with chiaroscuro, artists redized that congderation to shiftsin color
created not only depth but also texture.

The practice of chiaroscuro became a scientific endeavor for some artists.
Leonardo de Vinci viewed painting as both an art and a science that mixed theoretica
and practical knowledge of design and color. In order for painting to depict proper
shadings and various dimensions, artists needed to sudy the function of light and
shadows in their work. This study entailed consideration of areas where light and dark
codesced in either gradations of grey or in extremities of colors so asto bring to attention
the less obvious features in the artwork. Artists of the Renaissance found that chiaroscuro
enhanced the study of materid surfaces such as bodies, as bodies shifted and changed
depending on the position relative to available lighting. The combination of the necessary
hues, not as a duadism or dichotomy but as complementary, made it feasible to depict and
ultimately to perceive depth, texture, and complexity from different perspectives of a
two-dimensond design.

Chiaroscuro as atechnique caught on quickly among artists and has survived asa
useful tool for approximately 600 years. Though it began as a means to enhance visud
depictions, chiaroscuro has evolved and changed with artists' work throughout the
centuries. Chiaroscuro has been used in contemporary artigtic renderings, including

animé, photography, painting, film, and fiction writing. Though modified throughout the
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ages, chiaroscuro has remained consistent as atool to depict intricacies and details of
artist’ swork.

For me, chiaroscuro opened up anew way to think about adolescents, popular
culture, and literacies. Using chiaroscuro to look across adolescents' uses of popular
culture illusirated the subtleties that | might have otherwise missed and forced meto
focus on areas where different colors and concepts meet up aong edges. Drawing the
illugtration and studying the chains that linked adolescents to texts and structures as part
of chiaroscuro furthered my andysisin three ways. Firdt, chiaroscuro helped me to
rethink ideas that popular culture represents aform of mindless engagement. Second,
using chiaroscuro showed how adolescents used popular culture to modify structuresin
their lives that narrowed the identities that produced them. And third, chiaroscuro
dlowed afurther investigation into the different perspectives and tensions between being
produced with an identity while smultaneoudy congtructing one's own understanding
and uses of texts. Attention to light and dark, not as the elements work separately or
dichotomoudy, but as they function in complementary ways, became a meansfor
rethinking adolescence and adolescents making of themsalves through literacies
involving popular culture.

Structures of White Light

People often talk asif they have essentid attributes and characterigtics that make
them particular sorts of people. Structures such as age, ability, body, and ethnicity dong
with socioeconomic class, gender, and race serve as means for people to develop stable
senses of themselves, which are sometimes accepted seamlesdy in society. Structures

that have been firmly ingrained over time classify people and produce identities that



people recognize in themsdaves and in others because the identities seem discrete, secure,
and apparent. So, for example, structures such as age label people and give them
identities by age group, such as adolescents or adults, or by generation like Gen Xers,
Millennials, or Boomers. Bodies also labd and categorize people: tal, short, thin, African
American, Mexican, pubescent, middle age. These descriptors produce identities that
people take on as their own. The concept of ability categorizes the body too: the body is
sorted as able or unable according to different structurd criteria (e.g., Ishe athletic? Can
shethink well?). Even indtitutions categori ze people based upon structures of age and
ability. Schoals, for example, define identities for people by forma levels of education—
Student or teacher. Structures also organize people based upon ethnicity, including
language, culture, nationdity, and religion. Categorizations are endless.

Theillugtration shows ahility, age, body, class, ethnicity, gender, and race as
seven gructuresin a semicircle that enclose other aspects of theillustration, including
texts and adolescents. The edges of these structures gppear differently. The tranducent
top edge of each structure opens to the space around it. From atop perspective looking
down, the white of the circular structures blends in with the white background contiguous
toit. Light againgt light, these seven Structures meld into society. Accepted as Structures
that name and classify, people use structures to produce identities onto others. When
structures produce unquestioned identities, the Structures retain their capacity to remain
opticaly transparent.

Within loca and across globa contexts, people categorized popular culture and
produced identities for adolescents based upon their understandings of the structures. For

example, people categorized paraphernalia and produced identities for Tee and Rosaas
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Chrigtians based on gtructures of ethnicity (religion) and race. Tommy’sinterestsin
Dragonball Z, ASan culture, and art produced bodily identities for him asawuss and
weakling by the Austraian boys, but aslovely and cute by the Adan exchange students.
Adolescents and adults produced identities for L’il J based on her interestsin rap, hip-
hop, and dancing. These identities were based upon structures of gender, body, and race.
Amanda sinterests in Babystters Club books produced an identity for her asanerd and
unpopular by teachers and peers because she wasn't up with the trends. The relevant
trends were based on structures of age, gender, and the body that produced identities for
Grade 8 girls. A’sinterests in Audtrdian culture and sport produced him with an athletic
identity that was based upon body Structures. The athletic Australian boys embraced this
identity produced for A, while racid and ethnic structures marked him as an outsider.
And Timony’s choice of books, music, and clothing, which were part of the grunge
scene, produced identities for him as troublesome and problematic because the texts
challenged age categories. The seven structures alowed people to categorize texts and to
produce identities for the adol escents based upon assumptions about the structures readily
accepted in society.

From a downward perspective of the drawing, structures blend in with the light,
and the smooth trangtion between the upper exteriority and outside the circle makes it
difficult to determine the structures’ upper boundaries. These structures that produced
identities for adolescents work as light flowing into light and function invisbly yet
luminoudy, such that many adults' readings of texts produced seemingly apparent
identities onto adolescents. Adolescents' uses of popular culture from this downward

perspective of theillugtration are not redlized because they don't reach the lighted sde of



the structure. In this way, the adolescents' actions and uses of popular culture remained
dark, subversive, and rebellious, imperceptible from the lighted side of the structure.

From a downward viewpoint, structures produced readings of popular culture that further
ingrained the adolescents categorically. Structures that categorized adolescence as a stage
characterized by turmoil and as an age seen as subversive and rebellious only perpetuated
these ideas in reading of popuar culture and produced identities that named adol escents
as such.

Y et adolescents did push againgt those structures that produced identities for
them, but from what perspective are their endeavors recognizable as something other than
gructurd rafications of adolescence? Viewers need to look differently at the structuresin
the illugtration—not at what is light and gpparent, but where light and dark coalesce.
Attention to the underside of the semicircular structures of age, ability, body, race, class,
ethnicity, gender, and race, where light meets up with dark and creates touches of grey,
shows a different perspective. From this perspective adolescents used popular culture to
destabilize identities that limited their options and condricted them from being
recognized as someone e se, someone different, someone contradictory to another
identity they held. Adolescents attached their popular culture uses to the underside of the
dructure in their attempts to push againgt structures and to reshgpe identity. On the
underside of the structure, adolescents popular culture uses congtructed shades of grey in
places where dark and light came together.

Shades of Grey: Reshaping Identities by Engaging Lines of Subjectivity

When adolescents explained that they used texts differently than defined by

others, they didn’t mindlessy consume popular culture; nor were their attempts to use
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popular culture necessarily rebellious. Their congtructions of selves might be seenasa
matter of using texts srategically to destabilize the identities that sought to congrain
them and to name them as particular people. It wasn't that the adolescents didn’t want to
have particular identities or to be recognized with identities a al. Instead, they sought to
ater and reshape identities offered to them through structures and popular culture texts
when they used texts such as clothing, language, dancing, or animé, among others. This
idea of readers condructing their own senses of sdif, their own uses of texts, and their
own identities from those uses is an enactment of subjectivity. Subjectivity is adolescents
uses of popular culture text to avoid being named, sorted, and defined according to larger
Sructures that attempt to stabilize them with particular identities. Subjectivity, as
illugtrated in the figure, shows the chains that link adolescents, texts, and structures.

Subjectivity as conceptudized within chiaroscuro in this study focuses on readers
active engagement of forever trying to open up a structure from the underside that works
in relaion to ructure often viewed as opening only to the light. Though active in their
attempts, adolescents' efforts to use subjectivity to recreate staid meanings of texts that
attempted to stabilize and to locate them with asingular or particular identity remained
on the under and dark sde of the structure. From the less apparent Side, subjectivity,
abutting the underside of structures, shows entranceways, but does little to the Sde of the
gructure that remains whally in the light.

Subjectivity does not replace the idea of identity or identities, nor isit in
opposition to structures that produce identities. Instead, subjectivity is the movement
between and among identities that occurs as readers draw on texts to shift and Situate

themsdlvesin relation to various structures. Subjectivity, therefore, is often an effort to
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perpetuate a structure, to construct new ways of being, or to modify the structure while
gtill being recognized by the structure. Subjectivity isillustrated in Rosal's attempts to
perpetuate a structure that produced an identity for her in her desire to be recognized as a
Mexican Catholic, but aso not to be stifled with only that identity. Rosa actively used
popular culture to enter the structure of ethnicity differently. Not from the Sde of light
againg light that produced an identity for her, but from the dark, underside of the
structure.

Subjectivity isdso manifested in adolescents’ attempts to construct new
identities, as with Timony’s uses of texts to move away from being perceived asa
disturbed student or rebellious teenager. Subjectivity isillusrated in Timony's attempts
to locate new and different ways to construct himsdf according to age and ability. His
subjectivity connected to the Structure of age, not to rebel againgt age. In his uses of
popular culture, he constructed ways to modify and to reshape how he was defined by
age. His atempts weren't efforts to subvert the structure but to open up the structure of
age that categorized him as an adolescent who was produced with an identity of being
incomplete, incompetent, and rebellious.

Subjectivity is further apparent in adolescents uses of popular culture texts to
modify an identity that fashioned them as a particular kind of person. Tommy tried, for
example, to use popular culture to adapt an identity that produced him as an outsider and
wuss with the Australian boys. In thisway, Tommy attempted to adapt an accepted
identity of the body from entering the dark side of the structure of the body. In al of
these cases, adolescents used popular culture in attempts to forge new entryways into the

structures that produced identities for them. They weren't working against those



structures as their uses connected to those structures; instead they wanted and tried to
open up the structures from another perspective, using literacy practicesinvolving
popular culture.

The meaning of identities produced in texts was contested by the adolescents
subject positions they took up. In thisway the adolescents gauged the posshilities of
congtructing new identities that opened up structures that categorized them. Asshownin
theillustration, the lines that run from adolescents to texts and then to the Structures are
indicative of subjectivity and highlight the tensgons of betweenness, not as an adol escent
with asingular identity but in the trangtiond state of amending or modifying structures
that produce identities. From this dark and less gpparent side of overlapping shadows,
adolescents used popular culture texts to reach the structures that produce identities for
them. But their gpproaches to the structure remain entries from the dark sde and blend
into the dark edge of the structure. In thisway, adolescents' subjectivity that constructed
new identities weren't fully recognized in the light.

Though the illustration shows how subjectivity works between adolescents and
gructuresin the texts adolescents use, subjectivity is only redized when adolescents use
texts. Even then, subjectivity connectsto identity through texts on the dark side of the
gructure, from the adolescents perspective. Adolescents subjectivities ultimately
attempted to destabilize the structure to affect the under and dark side of the Structure,
and they congtructed new entryways into the structure. Chiaroscuro was important for
looking at adolescents subjectivity becauseit isonly in relation to the identities that

attempted to define them that subjectivity was gpparent at all.
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White Light Mixing with Shades of Gray: Identity and Subjectivity in Chiaroscuro
Structures of our lives define us and produce identities for us that shape our

perceptions of who we see oursalves as being. As an adult, | often thought | understood

adolescents uses of popular culture, but as | learned over and over again, my takes and

understandings of therr literacy livesinvolving popular culture were not aways the same

asthers. Ultimatdly, the concept of chiaroscuro adlowed me to study how adolescents use

popular culture and how identity and subjectivity are terms both needed and useful for
understanding adolescents' text uses. By tweaking the concept of chiaroscuro to look at
the dark and light areas created by identities and subjectivities | could atend to what |
would have otherwise assumed to beirrdevant from my adult perspective of adolescence
and popular culture. Thisvisua representation of identity and subjectivity illustrated how
adolescents subjectivity in their uses of popular culture often remains unrecognized
because of the stabilized categories that name them as incompetent and inexperienced,
popular culture as mindless and unproductive, and literacy as solely the ability to read

and write print-based texts.

Adults, like adolescents, are produced with identities based upon structuresin
society. Adults, defined with identities resulting dso from age structures, often think that
they know what popular culture texts mean and how texts are used. Therefore, they
assume that their own meaning and uses of texts are also those of others. But examining
adolescents' text uses as producing identity through structures and constructing
subjectivity as ameans to unsettle the structure shows a different picture of adolescents,
their popular culture, and their literacies. Only looking from atop-down perspective of

Sructures that produce identities and meld in transparently with societal structures
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doesn'’t recogni ze the congtructive work adolescents do with popular culture. Such aview
only perpetuates white light on white light, and adults do nothing to unsettle the Structure
of which they are a part. As an adult, | found that | needed to push againgt identities that
produced me as more knowledgeable about the period of adolescence and about the ins
and outs of adolescents popular culture because I’ d experienced both of them asan
adolescent mysdf and am now an adult. Through chiaroscuro, | had to look from another
perspective that involved adolescents knowledge and experience to appreciate what the
shaded areas of adolescents uses of popular culture could potentidly do for opening up
and adding color to structures.

If adults don’t attend to adolescents' subjectivities and to adolescents uses and
congtructions of texts, then adults remain bound by structural categories that produce
them with particular idertities. Forever viewing from the white light, they reproduce
categorica understandings without acknowledging how adolescents attempt to change
those structures through their uses of popular culture. Adolescents subjectivity doesn't
only act in a subterranean fashion as something subversive and underground. If
subjectivity is only seen as something that is dark and seditious, then adolescents' text
uses can't be recognized as an attempt to push against and to reshape the structures and
identities thet define them.

The recognition of adolescents subjectivities that attempt to congtruct dternative
ways of being forces me to change the waysthat | view them in the work that | do with
them. From the indtitutional structure of education where | am ateacher and researcher |
am implicitly, but more often explicitly, produced with an identity of being more

knowledgeable about the world than adolescent students | work with and teach.
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Attending to subjectivities whereby adolescents use texts (popular culture or otherwise)
to push againg being named with particular identities may go along way in reshaping
researcher and researched and teacher and student relationships. Rather than produce
adolescents with identities based upon age and upon assumptions about the popular
culture textsin their lives, | see the need to think about ways to learn from them and from
their uses of texts that might differ from my own understandings of texts. Thinking about
adolescents’ uses of texts, not necessarily as forms of rebellion or subversion, but as
active congructions of sdf in relation to identities might assst in opening up the
identities of teacher and student that produce us as particular sorts of people, which
potentidly categorize us and limit who we can be.

Looking at the ways that adolescents push againgt educationdly defined and
produced identities using popular culture might provide different indgght into shifting and
changing learning environments that meet better adolescents and teechers learning
needs. Considerations of adolescents' uses of texts shouldn’t by default be perceived as
acts of subverson that reify the production of identities of adolescents as rebdlious.
Instead, a more congtructive view that accounts for adolescents subjectivities might aid
in changing the status quo. The questioning of categories that produce identities might
serve as means to begin didogues for imagining different congructions of selvesthat are
more freeing than identities that produce adults and adolescents as particular peoplein
different settings. These contexts might include, but are not limited to, youth service
organizations, after-school educationd settings, juvenile justice systems, work/study
programs, church-sponsored youth groups, volunteer work, or school. Inlessforma

contexts, consderations of adolescents uses of texts as they push againgt particular
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identities might play out in places where adol escents seem to congregate and hang out—
at public libraries, malls, parks, or popular egteries.

Condderations of adolescents subjectivities as movements away from staid
characterizations of adolescent identities produced over a century ago might assist in
forming new and different conceptudizations of adolescents, popular culture, and
literaciesin the 21% century. Adolescents subjectivity challenged my understanding of
text uses. Media producers (whether writing a book, promoting an album, or designing a
websgite) create texts with particular structuresin mind and are attentive to particular
identities that others recognize as produced for them as particular sorts of people (e.g.,
based on age, race, ethnicity, etc.). As adolescents use popular culture, and are produced
as particular sorts of people through their association with identities in texts, they activdy
become part of media production in their textual consumption. But when adolescents use
texts they are no longer just consumers, they too are producers, taking on, resisting, or
changing these identities through their own self-defined uses. It isin this process of
creating their own uses of texts in consumption that adolescents congtruct for themsalves
different ways of being.

Certainly the work that adolescents did with popular culturein this study
connoted pleasure to them. But their uses of texts aso helped me understand better that
reading is broader than knowing how to decode words on a printed page. In their uses of
texts, adolescents used their bodies to read one another and to be read. A shift toward
recognizing bodies as texts and reading as a process of communicating meaning through
bodies may aso assist in understanding how identity and subjectivity work together as

adolescents use popular culture. The study of adolescents' engagement of body as aform



of literate text may adso assigt in breaking down stable notions of body that produce
adolescents with particular biologicaly defined and hormonaly driven identities.

Finaly, looking a the ways that popular culture texts work to destabilize
categories might assst in rethinking how the category of adolescence defines adolescents
and often limits adults' recognition of other identities adolescents construct for
themsdlves. Recognition that adolescents use identity and subjectivity as two concepts
congantly and smultaneoudy might go along way in rethinking adolescence, texts, and
popular culture. Becoming more comfortable with the possibility that meanings and uses
of texts smultaneoudy change and stay the same is a start toward acknowledging and
interrogating identity and subjectivity. Through congiructed subjectivity acting in relaion
to produced identities, different conceptudizations of readers uses of popular culture

might be redlized in atouch of grey.
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CHAPTER7:

RHIZOMATICS=POP ANALY SIS

Delving into adolescents  popular culture and literacy lives has taken me on a
wonderfully fun, sometimes disturbing, but neverthdessintriguing ride to far away
places both physicaly and virtualy—by plane to different continents, in books and
meagazines, through Instant Messaging, in fashion and music, and on websites whose
sarver locations | never knew. Studying Tommy, Amanda, A, Tee, Rosa, L’il J, and
Timony'sin and out- of-schoal lives for 8 to12 hours aday and interviewing them, their
parents, teachers, and friends over a 20-week period produced mounds of data. These
mounds filled the spaces of my office—the shelves, the walls, the floor, and the hard
drive of my computer. The mounds included observationa notes and dialogue journd
entries that spilled out of 10 binders, my researcher journd from Audtrdia and the United
States that contained preliminary data andyses, a separate notebook filled with typed and
handwritten notes from readings of academic journd articles, magazine and newspaper
clippings, research studies, book chapters, and website information that connected to the
study; afile cabinet filled with 69 interview transcripts of the adolescents, their parents,
and teachers, awall of artifact data, including pictures that the adolescents took for thelr
photo documentaries, notes they wrote to me and to their other friends, printouts from
websites, drawings, and excerpts of song lyrics, data andyss charts, and a zip disk filled

with email exchanges and instant messages collected over Sx months.
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| imagined these mounds of data like anthills that grow and amass and change
shape. The hill’s exterior shows multiple entries for access to the inside but gives no
markers or Sgns of the intricate web of tunnels and sharp turns, nooks and crannies | eft
undisclosed on the mound’ s interior. These mounds—the burrows and shelters for ants—
would be a conscientious gardener’ s nemesis. Anthills ook unsightly and misshgpento a
meticulous gardener’ s eye. A manicured, serene, and well-tended garden shouldn’t
contain pesky, bustling, ever-growing, and chaotic hills that forever remain out of the
gardener’s control. The fastidious gardener triesto bring the mound to order, unsettled by
what is hidden benegath the ground. But with every kick, with every attempt to knock the
hill down, to extinguish it with chemicals, to digperse the mass, the underground survives
and ants reorganize—changing their movement, evading an invasion, bresking out from
al the gardener’ s usdess attempits to rid Eden of the gpparent eyesore. Ants are resilient.
My office became a garden, and | the gardener, congtantly trying to level the anthill, to
bring the mound into some sort of gardener’ stidy arrangement.

Even with thematic and descriptive data analysis completed, these ever-present
anthills formed of data gathered in Audtralia and the United States needed to be sorted
through and analyzed with attention to the complexity of the work that these adolescents
did when using popular culture. The gardener in me had the desire to negtly organize the
data, to manicure the lawn, which meant doing away with what didn’t look appeding in
the garden and throwing out what didn’t fit in the analysis. But as researcher and writer,
as| read and reread the data, | redized that my job couldn’t be one of strictly organizing
as astructured gardener would. | couldn’'t merdly interpret or trandate the surfaces of

these anthillsinto a cohesive text. | couldn’t level the mounds. Insteed, like the gardener



who learns over time to accept the anthill as alegitimate part of the garden and to see that
the mound grows and produces its own uses and improves the lives of the garden plants,
my job became one of accepting the mounds of data that wouldn't or couldn’t categorize
negtly. | had to find away to andyze and represent the data to show how the anthills
exterior and the interior multiplicities of organization and chaos connected. In short, |
needed away to look at the stabilities and instabilities of adolescents' uses of popular
culture where others produced adolescents as particular sorts of people based upon
categories and where adolescents d so pushed againgt being named and identified as such.

Rhizomatic cartography became the means for analyzing and representing the
multiplicities of identities and subjectivities that adolescents use with popular culture.
Looking to the theoretica writing of rhizomes as described by the French theorigts Gilles
Deleuze and Fdix Guattari in their book, A Thousand Plateaus, | worked together the
theories that informed this study (poststructuralism and cultura studies) and the mounds
of data to examine the exteriority and the interiority of the anthills by answering (1) how
adolescents are named, structured, and Stuated in particular ways, as particular people
based upon categorizations of adolescence and on the adolescents' interestsin popular
culture, (2) how adolescents use popular culture not only to perpetuate categories that
have named them, but aso to push againgt and sometimes to temporarily knock down
those categories that force them into being particular people with particular identities, and
(3) how adolescents shape new ideas, categories, and understandings through the tensions
of being produced as particular people and of constructing ways of being someone

different.
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Theories and Practices’
Culturd studies and pogtstructurd theories informed the theoretica framework of
this study. From cultura studies | borrowed the notion that texts form a circuit of

production and consumption.

Production and consumption work together in the circuit through media
production of texts and audiences readings of those texts. From the standpoint of
production, media produce popular culture texts that target particular reeders by using

particular identities embedded in the texts. Texts produced by media act invisbly but

! See pages 227-233 for further discussion of cultural studies, the circuit of production and consumption,
and poststructural theory.
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powerfully to influence how audiences see themselves as they use and read texts. In this
way mediarecruit readersto be certain sorts of people, to have particular sorts of
identities they recognize in themselves, and theories of production in culturd studies ook
at the ways that media structure and portray identitiesin texts. Thisidea of media
production of identity forms the exteriority of the anthill. The entrywaysinto the anthill
shape the gpparent identities that give glimpses to the way that the hill is organized
ingde.

Audience consumption occurs when audiences choose to read and use media-
produced texts. But contrary to the belief that media production determines and organizes
text use, audiences own culturd experiences and socid relations impact how they
perceive and design their own purposes for and uses of the text. Thus, readers become
their own producers of text uses. Itisherein L’il J, Rosa, Timony, A, Tee, Amandaand
Tommy’s own readings and uses that poststructural theories of subjectivity aso inform
this study. Not only isit important to examine how texts produced these adolescents as
particular, categorized people, but it is aso necessary to examine how the adolescents
used texts to accept and to push away categories that defined them as particular sorts of
people, as well as how they used texts to shape, modify, and create different identities—
through subjectivity.

In the adolescents' pushing againgt identities they condructed dternative notions
of themsealves by way of subjectivity. Poststructurd theories of subjectivity remain
committed to the fact that categories structure lives in ways that produce identities (asin
socidly constructed understandings of identities based on categories of race or age, for

example). But poststructurd theories of subjectivity also question and critique the
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gabilities of identities and categories that attempt to name and to stabilize notions of
people. Poststructural theory alowed me to examine how adolescents use texts in ways to
congruct their own meanings and uses for texts. In their readings and uses of popular
culture, the adolescents accepted, challenged, ignored, or debunked identities of amedia
produced text and its determined uses. Meaning and text uses, therefore, don’t reside
within the text that is produced for the reader or in the gardener’ s viewing and
perceptions of the exteriority of the anthill. Texts uses and meanings are insteed
congtantly in movement and dependent upon readers own desired uses. Thisidea of
reeders pushing againg meanings that structure their identities and congtructing their own
uses of popular culture texts created the need to look at the mound of data and the anthill
from the interior.

The coupling of theories of culturd studies and poststructuralism permits an
examination of the ways that popular culture texts are viewed as a tructure in production
and how the structure is disrupted in reeders uses of texts. The work of identity and
subjectivity occursin this circuit of production and consumption. In production, identities
are produced in texts for audiences; but within consumption, audiences use texts in ways
different than others perhaps intended through production. Text uses depend upon
readers perceptions of identity they recognize and their subjectivity. The circuit of
production and consumption—the process of readers’ identities being produced in texts
and readers constructing subjectivity through texts—connect cultural studies and
poststructura theories and form the mound of the anthill. Multiple entryways produce the
identities of the exteriority of the mound. Readers construct subjectivitiesin the tensons,

the burrowing process to creste something new and different from known entryways, a
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different way of moving and seeing that pushes againg the identities that often remain
unnoticed because it seems subterranean. The working of culturd studies and
poststructuralism through an adolescent reeder in the anthill might look something like

this
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Rhizomatic Cartography’

Working from these theories of identity production and subjectivity construction,
| analyzed the mounds of data for each adolescent according to Deleuze and Guattari’s
rhizomatic cartography or rhizoandys's, which they nicknamed Pop Analysis. Pop
andysis refers to the description that rhizoanalysis is ephemerd and tempora—being
only an andysis of short-term memory. This sort of analysisis perhaps best described as
an anadyss of coming and going, of offshoots and new directions, rather than of garting
and finishing. Rhizoandysis became a means for me to jump into the adolescents’ lives
that were filled with their readings and uses of popular culture—into ther actions and

experiences—al of which hagppened before my arriva into their scene and continued

2 See pages 257-261 for further discussion of rhizomatic cartography as aform of dataanalysis
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once | made my exit. That is partidly what makes this rhizoanalysis tempord. The
andysisisasippet of the middle of the adolescents' ever-changing uses of popular
culture.

Thisrhizoanadysisis aso tempord in that rhizomes are characteridicaly
tempord. Rhizomes grow in dl directions, but in no direction in particular. For the
gardener, rhizomes are anthills, but they are dso tubers that shoot off under the ground
while a the same time producing something above ground. They are dways in motion,
but not necessarily moving in asingle direction. Rhizomes shift and change directions,
just like the anthill forever moves as the ants change the hill’ s shape and the entryways as
well as the undergrounds burrows and channels and tunnels. A pop analyss doesn’'t ook
a adarting to finishing point. It picks up in the middle, looking a what is dready going
on, when it is happening. According to Deleuze and Gueattari the rhizome has certain
characterigtics, which include Sx principles.

1. Points on the rhizome need to connect to something else.

2. Rhizomes are heterogeneous not dichotomous.

3. Rhizomes are made up of amultiplicity of linesthat extend in al directions,

4. Rhizomes bresk off, but then they begin again, either where they were before

or onanew line.

5. Rhizomes are not modds; they have no deep structure.

6. Rhizomes are maps with multiple entryways.

The anthills created from the mounds of data of each adolescent’ s uses of popular
culture eventualy became the maps of this study &t the beginning of Chapters 2-5. The

rhizomes, the anthills that open each chapter, shows the exterior surfaces and multiple
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entryways that produce identities for adolescents through the production of popular
culture texts and the interior subterranean flows, which consst of the adolescents
congruction of subjectivity in their own uses of those texts. The interconnections of
exteriority (identities) and interiorities (subjectivity) on the map illustrate the ruptures

and tensions of adolescents uses of popular culture as they accepted produced identities
aswdl as pushed againg them. The map of the rhizome attends to the data that depict
how adolescents used subjectivity to disrupt identity categories and stabilities that
attempted to cement assumptions and categoricd understandings of others. | drew these
anthills after the concluson of data collection. The maps are based upon four overlgpping
and recursive phases of data collection and andysis.

Phase One:

The seven adolescents for this study were chosen using a sampling of the entire
eighth grade population a Kehara and Hancock to represent the diversity of identity
categories, including race, class, body types, gender, ethnicity, age, and reading ability
from each school. The school adminigtration chose eight students from each location
based upon these criteriaand on the adults' perceptions of the adolescents' ease and
interest in talking with adults. In each locale | held a preiminary meeting in an empty
classroom with the adolescents identified by the school to determine the adolescents
interests in participation in the sudy. During these meetings, | explained my own interest
in learning how adolescents read and used what they considered popular culture. | aso
told them that participation in the study entailed being followed around (by me) before,
during, and after school; keeping adaily written didogue journa with me (either ina

notebook | provided or over email) that discussed their daily popular culture uses,
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participating in five, taped interviews about their popular culture interests; and creating a
photo sdlf- representation documentary of their definitions and uses of popular culture
taken with ingtant cameras and 20 exposures of film that I'd provide. They dso learned
that I’d interview parents and teachers about the adolescents' popular culture interests
related to home and schoal life. Findly, | told them that as a participant in the study they
needed to fed comfortable with my tagging dong with them and asking them lots of
questions. | aso explained that if they ever fet uncomfortable or didn’t want me around,
they could ask me to leave and come back later.

| spent the following week in each school doing preliminary observationa work
to determine who seemed interested in participating. | sat in on the adolescents' classes,
went to the cafeteria, taked with them during morning tea and lunch and between classes.
During the observationd week, those willing to participate returned Sgned permisson
forms. In Audrdia, 7 of 8 adolescents returned forms. One adolescent girl explained that
her parents didn’t want her to participate. Also, during the week of observation, severa
adolescents recruited themsalves for the study. For example, whenever Amanda saw me,
she came over to talk, and she noted repeatedly that she loved research and thought she
could redlly help me out. Tee dso sdf-recruited, telling methat | “might enjoy [her] life
because it islots of fun” and asking me to come and St with her friends during morning
tea. | chose Amanda and Tee because they readily tried to be a part of the study. A was
the only bilingua student in the sample, and he was chosen because he queried me when
he returned his permisson form if it mattered that he was from China. Of the four
students chosen in Australia, Gary, awhite Austrdian boy, dropped out in the second

week because he transferred to another school, and Tommy was added.
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During the observationd week in the United States, six adolescents returned
permisson forms. L’il Jlobbied to be a part of the study, and she asked every day if | had
made a decision about who | was going to follow. Rosa said that her mother didn’t want
her to be a part of the study, so she had to get a neighbor to take her to her father’s
apartment to sgn the form. Her determination to obtain parental permission impressed
me, S0 she was chosen. Timony intrigued me from the start when he asked that | follow
him around for his own tria period to seeif he'd like being followed. Of the four
adolescents chosen in the United States, Ben, an Asian male dropped out in the beginning

of the third week of the study. In his didogue journd he wrote:
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Ben didn’t seem comfortable participating in the study, and he didn’'t say much in
school. After he dropped out, | worked with the teachers and identified another Asian
male to participate. He told me that he would think about it. After the weekend,
he said, “I don't want to do the project because | am too lazy, and it is too much work.”

(This student was enrolled in the Accelerated Language Arts program at Hancock and
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supposedly loved reading.) Two other Asian maes in the eighth grade were considered,
but they were extremely quiet and didn’t want to participate ether. After having asked
ax different maesin the United States to be a part of the study only Timony accepted.

In each context | kept acaendar of the adolescents' school schedules and after-
school activities. Throughout the 10-week period, | hung out with them before, during,
and after school five days aweek. During each week, | devised atimetable to ensure
approximatdly equa time with each adolescent before school, during classes, between
classes, and after school. | scheduled after-school observations in advance, usually by the
week. Weekend observations occurred for some participants, but only if an adolescent
asked me to attend a particular function (such as netbal games, mall shopping, birthday
parties, choir practice, youth group geatherings, or library outings). Taped interviews
occurred every other week, beginning the third week, and were held at school, in homes,
or in public places, depending on the adolescent’ s schedule. Each adolescent chose the
location for the findl interview.

During data collection, | took notes in either a pam-szed notebook or in alarge
notebook depending on the context. | aso recorded notes on a hand-held tape recorder.
Sometimes the adolescents borrowed the tape recorder and taped themsalves and friends
taking. Every evening when | arrived home, | typed fieldnotes based off of the
handwritten or taped notes, communicated with the adolescents in daily didogue journds
(erther in notebooks or over email), and reread my notes from the day, which in tota took
between 2 and 3 hours a night. These practices became part of the prdiminary data
andysisin that they informed subsequent observations and the questionsthat | asked in

interviews.
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During this phase of descriptive analysis | looked for structures that produced

adolescents as particular sorts of people according to race, class, gender, age, ability

gppearance/body, and ethnicity (including culture, language, nationdity, and religion).

Over thefirst saveral weeks, | organized a chart to look across the adolescents’ identities

that produced them as particular sorts of people. As| developed the categories, |

conducted individua, semi-structured interviews about these identities and the patterns of

literate practices that became apparent as | hung out with each of the adolescents.

Phase One: Decriptive Data Andlyss of Adolescentsliving in Audtradia

A Amanda Tee Tommy
Societa Mae; 13; Femde 12 Femade; 13, Mae; 12;
identities | Athletic; (turned 13); Athletic; White
givento Immigrated to Audrdian; Immigrated to Audrdian;
them Audrdiafrom Working class Audrdiafrom Upper middle
Chinaa age 10; New Zedand at class
Speaks and age 5; White
writesin Chinese Audrdian;
& English; Chridian;
Working class Middle class
Popular Audrdian Series books Chridianity; Asan culture
culture culture (sport, (BSC); Dance; (kanji, hogting
interests | language, dress, Pop music; Pop music; Japanese
utendlls, friends) Computers, Clothing/Fashion; | exchange
Chinese culture Video games Sports sudent, friends);
(hogting Chinese Computers,
student, Chinese Art-Japanese
school); animé (DBZ);
Computers; Augtrdian sport

Internet chat
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Phase One: Destriptive Data Andysis of Adolescents living in the United States

L'l J Rosa Smon Farr Timony
Societd Femde 13; Femde 12, Male; 13; European
identities African American; Immigrated to United American,
givento English only; States from Mexico a Middle Class,
them Middle Class age 5; Speaks and English only
writesin Spanish/
English;
Mexican Cathalic;
Working Class
Popular Music (Rap/Hiphop); Spanish culture Books;
culture Dance; (Language, cooking & Music;
interests Language use; Catholicism); Computerdinternet;
Gestures, Fashion/shopping; Dragonball Z animé&
Clothing/ Fashion Music; Web design;
Writing notes T-shirts

Over the course of the study, each adolescent was interviewed five times, their

parent(s) twice, and Grade 8 teachers at Kehara and Hancock once or twice. These

interviews lasted between 30 minutes and one-and-a-haf hours and were conducted in

various places (e.g., homes, schools, restaurants, malls, arcades, parties, churches, and

gporting events). In each local context, a professona transcriber transcribed al taped

interviews verbatim, which were returned to me within 10 days of the interview. | reread

al interview transcripts and checked them againgt the actud tape, making corrections and

adding omitted information when necessary. Fiddnotes and interview data helped to

locate the ways that others produced identities for the adolescents through the popular

culture texts that adolescents used.
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About hafway through data collection in each local context, | began to examine

the ways that adolescents used popular culture to push againgt identities that sought to

define them as particular sorts of people. As| gathered datain this phase | added to my

andlysisthe adolescents uses of texts that caused tensions with the produced identity. In

fidldnotes, didogue journd discussions, and interviews | attended to the ways that the

adolescents themsdves thought that they used popular culture in their dally lives. Asin

Phase One, | andyzed data on adaily basis. But during this period, | dso began to chart

my data anayses on which | added weekly summative notes to |ocate where tensions

arose in adolescents' uses of popular culture.

Phase Two: Tensgons with Popular Culture in Audrdia

A Amanda Tee Tommy
The Audtraian sport; BSC books; Chridianity; Audtradian Sport;
production | Chinese Nerd; Musc; Dragonball Z;
of exchange Teen; Bible Art;
identities students, Magazines, Clothing; Asdan culture;
inpopular | Chinese; Musc Y outh group; Outsider
culture Outsider Audrdian teen
Pushing Outsider; Stereotypica Non-Chrigian Outsider;
agang Agan culture gin—BSC musc; Wuss'Weekling/
identities | Animé books; Language; Effeminate;
(Tensons) | Computers Images of beauty | Clothing; Cute and Lovdly;

Parents Augrdian

culture Animé
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Phase Two: Tensonswith Popular Culture in the United States

L'l J Rosa Simon Far Timony
The Rap/Hip hop; Mexican; Books;
productionof | Dancing/Body; Catholic/Church; Musc—Kurt Cobain;
identitiesin Clothing; Clothing/lcons; T-shirts,
popular Language Gang/Vidlence; Guitar pick/violence
culture Spanish Language
Pushing Ho dancing; Femde Body; T-shirts; Note T-shirt/Clothing;
agang Mus c/Language; box; Dances, Key chanincident;
identities Incident with Jamd & Clothing; Violencelbehavior;
(Tensions) Quandrel; Parents Parents Internet/DBZ; Parents

At the end of Phase Two and of data collection in each context, the adolescents

gave metheir photo saf-documentaries of their uses of popular culture. During the final

interview, they shared the pictures they took and discussed how the pictures served as

part of popular culture and literacy in their lives. These pictures were used to look at the

way's the adolescents defined and used popular culture themselves across various

contexts.
Adolescents Photo Documentary in Audtrdia
Adolescents Amanda A Tee Tommy
Totd pictures 10 6 13 9
Number of 6 5 5 8
pictures taken Bedroom Bedroom Bedroom
BSC books Study areg; -
At home RCC; CDs Musical DBZ artwork;
Ornament table insruments Sdf with DBZ
picture & figure
Lounge Room Lounge Room L ounce Room
TV & sder; _g_ Lounge Room
Family Stereo Video game; A% Cats (2
Chinese friend; Stereo; As (%)
Computer CDs Japanese
student (2)
Brother
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Outside Outsice
With Cat; Queendander
Brother on house
motorbike
Number of 1 3 0
pictures taken Teal/Lunch Homeroom Tea/Lunch
Friends Friends
At school Rdigious kids
Friends on ova
Sdf at ovd
Number of 3 5 1
Pictures teken F—a\!';%'iilg 2 At parties Holiday
Other Coast Home & church Besch with
with peers and Asian student
Sser
Photo Documentary of Adolescentsin the United States
Adolescents L'ilJ Rosa SFT
Totd pictures 6 8 8
Number of pictures 0 4 8
taken Bedroom Bedroom
At home Cassettes, Nirvana; DBZ
Teddy bears & drawings, CDs,
Virgin Mary; Guitar; Stereo;
Church clothes, Paysation
Black backpack
with collection Living Room
(tapes, stuffed
animds, nail polish, TV & family
notes box)
Playroom
Computer & sster
Kitchen
Mother
Number of pictures 6 0 0
taken In classes
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Between classes
Friends/ clothing (3)
Number of pictures 1 4 0
taken After school At the mdl
Footbdl game -
Other “Hirt shirt”
Strappy dress

Phase Three:

Phase Three of data andysis began after | finished collecting data. At this point, |
examined the data from Phases One and Two and began to make connections between the
identity and the tensons in adolescents' uses of popular culture. During this phase |
linked texts that produced adolescents with identities and adolescents own uses of texts
that often chalenged those identities that produced them to observe how these two areas
worked in conjunction, which crested the illugtrations of the anthills. The data andyss
from Phase One became the exteriorities of the anthill—these categories formed the
multiple entryways that produced particular meaning of popular culture and
smultaneoudy positioned adolescents with particular identities. The tensonsfound in
Phase Two where adolescents used texts to push againgt identities that sought to name
them created the need to acknowledge the adolescents subjectivities, which formed the
multiplicities of the interiorities of the mound.

In this phase the texts that made up identities produced for adolescents and the
texts that adolescents used to construct subjectivity were examined relative to one another
by way of the anthill, looking & both its entryways and exteriority as wel asthe tunnels
and interiority. It was only in thinking about and examining the reaion between identity
and subjectivity—neither as opposite Sdes that form a dichotomy nor as entities by

themsdlves, but as inseparable components of the system of production and




consumption—that | was then able to andyze the whole map and to appreciate the entire
anthill, the mound of data for each adolescent. In thisway identity and subjectivity
functioned as a pair like nodes on arhizome, smultaneoudy antithetical and
complementary. Identity and subjectivity worked then in relaion to one another, each
needing the other in order to be recognized, rather than as oppositiond points. The

anthills overdl began to look like this

Producing I dentity

Gender \ Race / Body/

Ethnicity "\

Ability "\

Age / Class

Constructing Subjectivity

With these maps of adolescents' individua uses of texts that produced them as particular
people and from which they constructed notions of saves as subjects, | then looked
across the data. In this cross examination, | examined how adolescents used popular
culture as part of their literate livesin individua and group ways. Grouping of data
became the maps that begin Chapters 2 through 5.

Phase Four:

Ladt, | sudied dl the rhizomes of the individua maps to find the loca and the
globdl trends that dealt with adolescents, popular culture, and their push against being

identified as particular sorts of people. The purpose of thisfind phase wasto classfy
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how adolescents' subjectivities reshaped identities that they didn’'t want for themselvesin
their negotiation of the circuit of production and consumption of popular culture.

When trying to understand the big picture of the workings of identity and
subjectivity in this study, to make connections across the rhizomes and across 5,000
miles and two different continents, | immersed mysdlf in readings that took a rhizomatic
format. One text led to another, and | found myself reading about the artistic concept of
chiaroscuro and visting art museums. Chiaroscuro, which | wasfirg introduced to
through readings in poststructura theory, is a technique artists use to add dimension to
their work. Originaly artists used chiaroscuro to give depth perception to two-
dimengond designs by playing with shades of light and dark. Theimages and their
counter images have been used in painting, photography, animé, film, and pen-and-ink
drawings, for example, to cdl attention to areasin awork that might otherwise remain
overlooked. Borrowing thisidea of light and dark such that oppositions of theterms are
Sdestepped in order to in[ter]fluence each other in creative ways became a meansto
study adolescents' identity and subjectivity in their engagement of popular culture.

Normaly, light is usudly what people think illuminates...whet is seen and
understandable. However, it is delving into the crevices, the dark areas, what's
underneath what is gpparent, and looking at these areas in relation to the light that | came
to understand better how identity and subjectivity co-mingle and inhabit the same space
in the circuit of production and consumption of popular culture. | implemented the
element of chiaroscuro in the representation of data and information in Chapter 6. |
organized the data anayses from the maps used in Chapters 2 through 5 into alarger

framework to look at the ways that popular culture texts structure people into categories

209
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based upon ability, age, body, class, ethnicity (including culture, language, nationdity,

and religion), gender, and race. Looking at the identities produced and apparent through
text use and within the light (the exteriority of the anthill) along with readers subjectivity
(the chains of connections on the interiority of the anthill) showed where adolescents
used popular culture most often to critique, reshape, or push against structures that
attempted to produce them as particular people in their literacy practices. From this
andysis, | examined how adolescents used texts to dter identities that named them. The
purpose of thisandysiswas to illustrate how adolescents engaged popular culture, not as
mindless consumption of texts produced for them with particular meaning, but as their
own condruction to modify identities, forming new ways of being and detabilizing

sructures that produced them with certain identities in the process.

Issues of Validity and Trustworthiness

This study was designed with attention to issues of vadidity and trustworthinessin
data collection, participant inclusion of andyses, and theory gpplicability. Throughout the
study, data were cross-examined usng multiple participants input that included
corroboration of information and sources gained from cross- referencing observationd
data, artifacts, and interview data of adolescents, parents, and teachers. Furthermore, the
adolescents themsd ves examined the data and devel oping analyses at various points and
gave feedback. During Phases One and Two, while collecting data, the adol escents read
copies of excerpts of the interview transcripts and commented on them. Ininterviews |
discussed with them how | andlyzed the data, and they gave feedback on how they

understood my interpretation. Then, during Phase Three | sent them each a copy of the
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chapter that had been written about them and asked for their responses to my writing and
interpretation. Timony and Amanda’ s responses posted below attest to the temporal
nature of the data, adolescents uses of popular culture, and ever-shifting identities and

ubjectivity.

From oxkurtcobai nxo
To: margaret hagood
Subj ect: A chapter about you

LOL!'!'! man, those were good tinmes. reading that, i actually
| earned a | ot about what was going on then, though i wouldn't
have changed nuch of what i did then. hey, it was fun ~_*.
readi ng about the guitar pick thing with [Alex] (i think u
had himas Alex in the text) was funny. that was the best
class i've ever had in nmy life, sitting next to him and
goofing off. You got pretty nuch everything right, and it was
really good if i can learn stuff fromit and i'mthe person
t hese events were based around.

i really mss those days of working on ny website. it sucked
and all, but it was fun. it was kind of a creative rel ease
for me, and it was al so constructive in a way, since i have
becone pretty decent with photoshop as a result of all that.

the '"community' was really a comunity then...it has kind of
fallen apart as of late, with one of the spearheads of the
DBZ (dont |ike that show anynore, still watch ani ne though)

site area has closed down. it was up for atleast 5 years, and
i checked it everyday until the day it closed. not that i
really wanted to know the news that nuch...but it was kind of
a ritual. just a schedule i've gotten into. go to slashdot
(conputer website), go to pl anetnanek, check nmy sites, check
my email (rarely do that anynore) and go ness with ny
website.

i think all of the remmants of ny site are gone now...even
the topsite that i ran called [dbz top 100] (it was insanely
popul ar for whatever reasons) is gone. bah, stupid
recession...everything costs too nuch now can't afford web
hosti ng.

wel | anyway, you did a great job, and i'd actually like to
t hank you for doing that. it really gives ne sonme insight
into what i did wong and what i did right back then. That
thing with [the | anguage arts teacher] thinking i was a
genius was flattering,”_". although everyone thinking i was
gonna go on a shooting spree is really funny, albeit

di sturbing. alnost the kind of thing i was going for — scare
everyone just enough to freak em out, but not to be thrown
into the nuthouse. LaTeR..Ti nony
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From: amanda

To: mchagood
Subject: what' d'ya think?

Hey margaret

sorry i took so long to reply but i wanted to be thorough and read it through a couple
of times

i thought that when the notes were taken that it was agreat andyss of mysdf but i
thought i should let you know that i have changed a bit.

unlike then i am now into trying to look good wheni go out and i am begining to take
notice of how i gppear in public. i likeaLITTLE makeup but thereisNO way i am
going to plaster my face with dl that crgp (mind the french). | an goingtogoto a
gym and try to lose my pudge (gut) lol and i am learning piano. | made it into the
Nationd [Festiva] and wer gonnawin. lol. Theresanew guy a school who i think
likesme (afirg) and i am actudly taking part in hpe

wdl i redly gtg now
s0 Cya

¥ amanda

Whilein Audrdia, | aso relied on severd peer debriefers assstanceto
corroborate and question data: ateacher at Keharawho wasn't part of the study, a

doctora student studying poststructurd theory at alocd university, and two

undergraduates. One of these undergraduates who transcribed the interview tapes from

Australia had a 12-year-old sster and often commented about smilarities between her
sster and Amanda, A, Tee, and Tommy’s uses of texts. The other undergraduate, a
sudent of Augtrdian culturd studies a alocd university, discussed Audtrdian life and

culture with me. All of these debriefers discussed data and interpretations, suggested

guestions to ask the adolescents, parents, and teachers who were part of the study, and
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gave leads about articles and books that | should read about Augtrdia, culturd studies,
and poststructura theory.

Three writing group members aso served as peer debriefersin the United States.
Whilel wasin Audrdia, | sent two of these members email updates about data
collection, participants, and preliminary anayses. They made suggestions for further data
collection and asked questions about andyses. When | returned to the United States, |
met with these two women, plus one other, on aweekly basis during the U.S. portion of
data collection. They made suggestions during Phases One and Two for data collection,
discussed possible andyses of datathat | shared with them from weekly summaries
written and from data charts constructed, and suggested readings pertaining to
poststructura theory. During Phases Three and Four, they read, made comments, asked
questions about interpretations, and recommended data representation ideas on multiple
draftsthey read of dl of the chapters.

From astandpoint of validity, this study aso attests to theory applicability.
Multiple theories were necessary to develop analyses and to attend to the contradictory
and complex data. Trustworthiness may aso be evauated by the amount of time taken to
read and review data, to connect data to research and theory, and to get feedback from
others. Though the responses and assstance | received from the adolescent participantsin
this study as well as from others outside the study have been indispensable and
informative in developing the ideas represented, | take full responghility for the

interpretations discussed.



APPENDIX
BEHIND THE SCENES:

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Throughout the past two years, | have shared aspects of this study with people
within the fidd of literacy education, including adolescents, parents, teachers,
researchers, and academics. I’ ve also discussed this study at length with other people who
aremore generdly interested in literacy, but who are not associated with the field of
literacy studies—friends, my husband, family members, and peoplein business. During
discussions with these groups of people, severa questions have continually arisen about
this study. The questions and answers became the basis of this section.

What follows are questions that I’ ve been asked and the long version of the
answers. | tried to include questions that were pertinent to the conceptudization, anaysis,
and interpretation of data. For the sake of linearity, categorization, and ease of reference,
key terms are underlined within each question, and the questions have been a phabetized
according to the first key term. Also, after each answer I’ ve listed the most subgtantive
gpplicable citations and references that informed the work in this study. However, just as
the process of naming comes undone at different times, terms as they are defined and
structured adso come undone if held stable. The rhizome below is an attempt to show how

the terms used in this study are multiplicities and connect to one another.
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Cultura Studies Poststructuralism

Production

Popular culture

How are you using the term adolescence, and why is the category of adolescents the
focus of your study?

The term adolescence is a category that over time has structured the way that
young people have been identified and grouped. Adolescence describes aperiod in life
and a demographic while the term adolescents demarks the corresponding age group.
Both terms denote that those categorized as such are neither adult nor child. Some who
have studied adolescents have explained that the boundaries for such a category are
strange and ambiguous a times (e.g., Finders,1999; Lesko, 2001; Sibley, 1995). The
sgnificance for researching this age group isits relation to the ways adolescents use
popular culture to accept and to push away identities that name them.

According to Hall (1904), adolescence is a period from ages 12-18. Thistimeis
considered one of crisis characterized by “storm and stress.” During this bizarre period
that is both biologicaly and psychologicaly driven, adolescents are consdered to bein a
date of becoming someone el se whereas adulthood presumes that an adult’ sidentity has
coalesced into a state of permanence. Therefore, according to Hall (1900), adolescents

need to be given direction so as to move from insecure and unstable ways of being to
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development of a stable and cohesive adult identity. This idea about adolescents
insecurities and undable identities is il prevaent today.

A century later, Lesko (2001) explained that adolescence needsto be
reconceptualized in terms of socid understandings that have defined the term and those
characterized by it. She points to Davies (1993) and Wakerdine' s (1997) work on the
discurdve congtructions adolescents encounter in which they must navigate being
categorized as someone in particular. To reconfigure the identity and category of
adolescence, Lesko asserts that

ideas of growth and change must be investigated and not presumed in apriori

frameworks such as development or socidization. ...Rather than the assumption of

cumulative and one-way development that is now in place in both science and
popular culture, arecursive view of growth and change directs usto look at loca
contexts and specific actions of young people, without the inherent eva uations of

steps, stages, and socidization. (p. 195)

In conjunction with Lesko's (2001) view that the categorization of adolescence
needs to be visited is the fact that adolescents' literacies inclusive of popular culture have
aso changed the ways that adolescents must be viewed. Sefton Green (1998) explained
that new forms of literacies, inclusve of popular culture, have made it impossible not to
revisit divisions between adolescents and adults inasmuch as adolescents are in many
ways savvier about the world of mediaand digital technologies. Accordingly,
construction of adolescence bound by age parameters and sandwiched between children

who know little and adults who know al seemslessfeasiblein today’ s society given
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adolescents' knowledge of new literacies. Others have echoed this sentiment (Cook,
2000; Hagood, Stevens, & Reinking, in press, Katz, 1996; Rushkoff, 1996).

This study looks &t the way's that adolescents are categorized within the period of
adolescence in their uses of popular culture. It dso attends to the ways that they use
popular culture as forms of literacy to push against being categorized by various

categories considered important in the period of adolescence—such as age and the body.
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If this study is about literacy and popular culture, then what'’s the point of looking at

bodies, literate bodies, and pleasures?

A quick glimpse of the history of the literate self might help in Stuaing the need
to attend to adolescents and literate bodies as part of literacy and popular culture. Within
educationa projects related to literacy, the concept of the sdf is most often categorized as
anindividua with agngular identity or multiple identities in which the mind trumps the
body. Thisideathat a person has an essence operates from two principles semming from
Descartes's (1596-1650) philosophical statement, “I think, therefore | am.” These
principles congtruct the independent and individud sef (the mind not the body) in two
ways. (1) asthe grounding for al knowledge and experience, and (2) as a conscious,
thinking, rationd being. This sngular, autonomous identity created by the philosophers
of the Enlightenment period (1500s- late 1700s) continues to be the normative model

used in contemporary literacy education for asssting adolescentsin their devel opment.
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Throughout the 20" century, readers pleasuresin literacy have been theorized
both paliticaly and psychologicaly in terms of intdllectud stimulation of the mind, while
the body has remained to date as Grosz (1994) noted “a conceptua blindspot” in the
Westernized world. Asarationa and self-governing being, the individud’ s existence has
been thought to be unaffected by conditions outsde of its mind. Thus, the literate saf and
its pleasures have existed separate from linguigtic, gendered, racid, cultura, and
historical contexts. The focus on the psychology of the individua mind in literacy
education has reinforced the positive vauation of ‘mind’ a the expense of atending to
the body. The body—unruly, disruptive, and in need of the mind’ sintellect for direction
and judgment (especidly in relaion to the categorization of adolescence)—runs counter
to the emphasis placed on the academic simulation of the mind.

In short, the body often goes unrecognized in its rdation to literacy and to the
popular culture pleasures associated with texts. Even the work of those interested in
readers’ literacy practices and pleasures [such as Rosenblatt’ s transactiona theory
(1994), or Ang (1982/1985), Carey & Krieling (1974), or Fiske' s (1995) work of
reception/ audience research based upon uses and gratification theories within cultura
and media studies] ill highlight pleasures of cognitive experiences. Pleasures of bodily
experiences with texts have been held gpart.

Furthermore, when pleasures have been associated with the body, they’ ve often
been stuated within psychology and psychoandysis, which conceptudize
pleasures/desire as response to a perceived lack. This notion of pleasure perpetuates the

separation of the mind/body. From these perspectives, intellectua identification and
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consciousness of desire are keys for understanding how individuas can overcome bodily
pleasures, which are indicative of aweak mind.

More recently, however, researchers influenced by sociologica and poststructura
theories have scrutinized the insularity of the literate saif as soldy the mind and have
begun to conceptudize the literate sAif in relation to factors outside of its own mental
state—through experiences within society comprised of a network of discourses and
material practices that take place through literate bodies (see Davies, 1993; 1994;
McRobbie, 1994; Tobin, 2000). hooks (1994), for example, works from a critica theory
perspective and conceptualizes the body by inscriptions of socid markers such as gender,
sexudity, class, race, ethnicity and haslooked at pleasure as eras through identity
categories. Others (see Braidotti, 1994; Probyn, 1992, Turkle, 1995) examine the
reconceptudization of the body using technologies (Deleuze & Gueattari, 1980/1987;
Foucault, 1982/1988) that seek to break down the identity categories that mark the body.
In both cases, contexts inscribe bodies as bodies smultaneoudy inscribe themsdves into
contexts. Bodies are polymorphous rather than fixed and explore the boundaries of
traditiona socid categorization of a coherent and unified entity defined and regulated by
structures that set up duaisms such as maefemae, mind/body, and human/machine. The
body, therefore, is* not an essence, let done abiologica substance. It has a play of
forces, asurface of intengities’” (Braidotti, 1994, p. 163).

The literate body differs consderably from the Cartesian notion of the mind/body
gplit. The body from a poststructura standpoint is the text of everyday life and is equaly
as important to the mind. By enacting the body as a text—as a literate body—it becomes

not only a product of pleasure, but also the producer of pleasure. The body isacultura
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interweaving and production of context as influenced by factors such as popular culture.
Grosz (1994) explained the import of the body in terms of its inscription:

Not only does what the body takesinto itsdf (diet in the first instance) effect a

‘surface inscription’ of the body; the body is aso inscribed by various forms of

adornment. Through exercise and habitua patterns of movement, through

negotiation in its environment whether this be rura or urban, and through clothing
and makeup, the body is more or less marked, congtituted as an appropriate, or as

the case may be, an ingppropriate body, for its cultural requirements. (p. 142)

Given the body’ s inscription as atext that has been written on by food and
adornment, for example, the body isread. It can’t be seen as neutra—a blank date or an
empty page; it iswritten upon and socidly (re)produced and inscribed according to
specific practices to which it has been exposed. As Foucault (1977) said, the body is“the
inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a
dissociated Sdf (adopting the illusion of a substantia unity), and a volume in perpetud
disntegration” (p. 148).

But the body as atext is also an instrument of power (Foucault, 1975/1977;
1982/1988). The body is the materiality—a medium or conduit—on and through which
power and pleasure functions. Thus, the body is both acted upon and inscribed by factors
determined by society and culture, which gives the body particular identities. But the
body actsin its own materiality to accept and to resist those factors and to create its own
ways of being. The body is strategic—both passve and active in that norms are imposed

on it, norms are also actively sought out, and norms are pushed against and reshaped.
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In this sense, the body is atext transformed by culture, interpretations, and
representations. The body’ s mediation occurs within the spirding relations of pleasure
and power. This spird embodiment is the result of pleasures that exercise the power to
both question and assume the incitements of the body in particular ways of being
(Foucault, 1978/1990). What is at stake in the body as a socid text is the struggle for
power to control a materidity that is percelved as dangerous to the body.

The body situated in thisway aso sees pleasure differently. Rather than conceive
of pleasure as amanifestation of a desire that proves lack asin models of psychology and
psychoandysis, pleasures produced by the literate body as atext point to zow atext is
used within a particular context. Through the act of reading as an embodied experience,
readers produce their own bodies astexts. The literate seif is, therefore, the literate body,
no longer able or desiring to remain stable or to concentrate solely on cerebral matters,
but is ever changing and shifting through bodily engagement of texts. Looking to the
ways that pleasure worksin relation to literate bodies and popular culture enables amore
complex understanding of the forms of power that operate as texts are used (Ang, 1996).

Pleasures are what connect and make linkages between texts of popular culture
outside the body (the context, language, culture, etc.) and the body as atext. The body is
as Braidotti (1994) wrote a“complex interplay of highly condtituted socid and symbolic
forces’ (p. 163). Cranny-Francis (1995) explained,

The embodied subject has a different role in our changing society. Instead of

maintaining old digtinctions and their regulatory definitions, it tacticaly

occupies arange of different positionings that enable it to subvert those

remainders and reminders—both ingtitutiond and individua—of traditiond,
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inequitable discourses and socid practices. (p. 113)

Peasures related to the body, then, have to do with accepting and resisting certain
identities through uses of the body. Foucault (1976/1978) refersto these pleasuresin
relation to power as“circular incitements’ (p. 45). Pleasures are related to both desiring
to be accepted and pushing againgt those identities that name and categorize bodiesin
particular ways. It isthis interweaving of contradictions that resultsin plessure:

The pleasure that comes of exercising a power that questions, monitors, watches,

spies, searches out, palpates, brings to light; and on the other hand, the pleasure

that kindles a having to evade this power, flee fromit, foal it, traversy it. The
power that lets itsdlf be invaded by the pleasuresiit is pursuing; and opposite it,
power assarting itsdf in the pleasure of showing off, scanddizing, or resisting.

(Foucault, 1976/1978, p. 45)

Thisidea of pleasure and power of acceptance and resstance isaso found in
Barthes s (1973/1975) work between the working of plaisir (pleasure) and jouissance
(bliss). Plasr refersto that which is recognizable, known, and comfortable and is linked
to culturd enjoyment. Like identity, plaisir is the pleasure of being recognized and named
in societaly accepted ways. Jouissance refers to the euphoria of release of that identity
and of meanings atached to it. Readers congtructions of sdf that push againgt the
identities that seek to define them condtitute jouissance.

In this study, the literate body isimportant to the ways that adol escents name and
congtruct pleasure through their uses of popular culture. Popular culture and categories
produce particular identities that adolescents read. But pleasures of the literate body also

manifest themselves in adolescents evasions of bodily identities thet mark them in
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particular ways. Using clothing, gesture, dance, and language of popular culture,

adolescents congtruct their own portrayals of literate bodies.
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Chiaroscuro is an artistic concept. How are you implementing it methodologically in this
study?

| came across the term chiaroscuro rather unexpectedly when reading Barthes's
(1973/1975) The Pleasure of the Text. In hisdiscussons of jouissance and plaisir, he
says that texts must have shadows. Describing this metaphor, he explained, “the shadow
isabit of ideology, abit of representation, a bit of subject: ghosts, pockets, traces,
necessary clouds; subverson must produceits own chiaroscuro” (p. 32). Thinking about
the adolescentsin this study and the shadows formed from the mounds of data| had
collected, | turned to others to study how chiaroscuro informs artists work (Acton, 1997,
De Fiore, 1985)

From readings, | learned that chiaroscuro, which was developed in the 15T and
16'™ centuries, is atool used by artists to represent complexity in their work (Gardner,
2000; Janson, 2000). Specifically, artists learned how to portray depth by juxtaposing a
disparate palette of colors as complementary rather than opposing. Farago (1991)
explained that this science of playing with light and dark became most centrdly
concerned with the artist’ s manipulation of “visible things like the (materid) surfaces of
bodies covered by (immaterid) color” (p. 70). This seemed much like my own work of
juxtaposing identities and subjectivities in adolescents uses of popular culture not as

opposition but as complimentary.
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Using the idea of the rhizome in the working of identity and subjectivity, | created
the anthill-like structure that opens Chapter 6. Using chiaroscuro helped me to highlight
Ddeuze and Guattari’s (1980/1987) ideas of exteriorities and interioritiesin the working
of identity and subjectivity. This representation illustrates how a seemingly chaotic
system isnot poor in order, but rather rich in formation. Drawing from Ang (1996) who
suggested the need for new depictions of audiences production in their consumption of
texts, | tried to represent how identities are forces of order continuously deployed without
fully being ordered because adolescents subjectivities continuoudy unsettle the

boundaries of those identities.
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Cultural studies is so broad. How is it used in this particular study?

Culturd studies has derived from the work of those who began the Centre for
Contemporary Culturd Studies (CCCS) a the University of Birmingham, England in
1964. It isan interdisciplinary study that borrows freely and appropriates theories and
methodologies from socid sciences, humanities, and the artsin order to study the texts
and materia practices rdated to everyday living. Often studied as the circuit of
production and consumption, cultural studies attends to aspects of text production from
media and audience’ s active consumption of texts. (Consumption is sometimes explained
as audience or consumer’s own ‘ production-in-use’ [Storey, 1996].) Due to the
interdisciplinary nature and multiplicity of gpproachesto culturd sudies, thefield of
culturd studiesis best described as a bricolage. Nelson, Trichler, and Grossberg (1993)
noted, “cultura studies draws from whatever fields are necessary to produce the
knowledge required for a particular project....the choice of research practices depends
upon the questions that are asked and the questions depend on the context” (p. 2).

Cultura sudiesis employed in this particular Sudy to examine the study of
young adolescents and viewer-reader cultures that form around practices of everyday life
(Morris & Frow, 1993; Nile, 2000; Sarder & Van Loon, 1998; Storey, 1996). In
particular, this study is concerned with the production of identity and the construction of
subjectivity that young adolescents experience and create from engagement with popular
culture texts. Popular culture is contested terrain in the waysit is perceived and used
(Craven, 1994; Kellner, 1995; Storey, 1998) such that meanings of texts recognized by

users differ by individuas and by contexts.
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Given the tenuousness between readers  active meaning making of the mediated
texts they encounter from media production, theories about individuals engagement with
textsin cultural studies vary. Because congtructions of popular culture involve media
representations of identities presented in texts, the issue of identity categories surfaces.
Various theoretica strands of cultura studies approach identity categories (race, age,
gender, ethnicity, class, age, and ability) and individuas uses of these categories
differently.

Culturd studies more heavily influenced by textua andysis, criticd theory,
semiotics, and sructurdism tend to interpret individuals uses of popular culture as
formations of identity or identity construction based on identity categories represented in
texts (e.g., Hall, 1996a; 1997; Kdlner, 1998; Lusted, 1991). From this perspective what is
important iswhat the text does to the reader. Therefore, it's important to look at the ways
that socia formations such asidentity categories that are consdered “structure]§) of
dominance’ (Hall,1996b) perpetuate stereotypicd identities. Hall (1996b) went on to
explain that these structures are important to consider in culturd studies, not as smple
and bounded gtructures, but rather as complex structures “in which it isimpossible to
reduce one leve of practice to another in some easy way” (p. 11). From this theoretica
perspective, individuads and groups are thought to self identify with representations of
images in texts and form identities from engagement with texts. Production of identity
through uses of popular culture texts is thought to be stable for audiencesin the
determinancy of available identity categories produced in texts.

Other gpproachesto cultura studies perceive the production of identity categories

to limit interpretations of individuals  uses of texts. Unlike culturd studies gpproaches
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that look at formations of the saf conceptualized as identity through text production,

these gpproaches to culturd studiesinvestigate audience' s own formations of sdf through
text use (Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994; Luke, 2000; Probyn, 1992; Surber, 1998).
Audience s subjectivities are considered fragmented and unstable, and identity categories
are important in relation to the ways that readers take up certain positions presented in
the text. Individuds interactions with and interpretations of texts become the focus of
readers text use, and researchers study readers multiple and shifting subjectivities when
using texts.

In this particular studly, it was important to look at both the structuration of
identity as produced for young adolescents in texts and young adolescents own
congtructions of sdif in their uses of texts. | needed to draw from both areas because the
data from the study showed aspects of both realms of culturd studies in the adolescents
taking-in and gabilizing the uses of textsin particular ways while smultaneocudy usng
those texts in other ways that challenged identity categories as structures of dominance. |
began to see this study in response to Gilroy’ s (1996) thinking about identity in thet

We can build upon the contributions of cultural studies to dispose of the idea that

identity is an absolute and to find the courage necessary to argue that identity

formation—even body-coded ethnic and gender identity—is a chaotic process that

can have no end. (p. 48)

This production and congtruction of identity and subjectivity dso made it necessary to
incorporate into the study the ways in which the data worked with the circuit of

production and consumption.
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Within cultural studies, how is the circuit of production and consumption used as part of

the framework of this study?

In Living Room Wars, Ang (1996) discussed at length the relation between
cultural studies and the circuit of production and consumption. Cultural studiesis about
“the contradictory, continuous and open-ended socia process of the production,
circulaion, and consumption of meaning...not ‘culture defined as amore or less Satic,
bounded and objectified set of idess, beliefs, and behaviours’ (p. 133). Defining the

gpplication of the circuit, Johnson (1987) noted that “the circuit is, a one and the same
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time, acircuit of capital and its expanded reproduction and a circuit of the production and
circulation of subjective forms’ (p. 47). Though the circuit looks to be closed in terms of
media production acting upon audience consumption, that is not the case. Both are
needed in terms of fulfilling how texts are produced and consumed: audiences are

thought to act on and to influence their own uses of media produce texts (Curran, Morley,
& Walkerdine, 1996; Surber, 1998).

SeftonGreen & Buckingham (1998) cautioned that those working within media
and culturd studies need to move away from anotion of production as passvity.
Actudly, audiences uses of popular culture are active, and reflect as Wakerdine (1997)
noted both resistant and accepting aspects of identities presented in texts. Thus, audiences
may at times ook like cultura dupes who passively accept ideologies presented in texts,
while at other times they may produce novel and different readings from popular culture
texts.

In this particular sudy, media production highlighted the waysin which
adolescents read and used textsin contradictory ways, asif a times the text carried
meaning wheress a other timesit didn’t. Audiences readings (their consumption)
illustrated how they congtructed notions of themsalvesin ways where they atached
different sorts of uses to texts that perhaps contradicted other aspects of identity that they

thought were produced for them as readers.
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New Y ork: Routledge.
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How is the term identity used in your work?

Traditiond definitions associate the term identity with the notion of afixed,
independent self who thinks rationdly and logicaly, defines hinvhersdf, and develops a
Stable sense of sAf over time (T. Davies, 1997). The concept of identity as part of a
modernist human discourse generaly refers to stable categories prescribed to people and
based on binaries (e.g., young/ old, mae/ femae; high class low class) in order to
classfy people discretely. Identity, as astable sdif by this definition, relates to categorical
understandings of slf developed and ingrained over time. Gilroy (1996) pointed out that
“Identity can be traced back towards its sources in the inditutiond patterning of
identification. Spoken and written languages, memory, ritud, and governance have dl
been shown to be important identity- producing mechanismsin the formation and

reproduction of imagined community” (p. 40, my emphass). Categories such as age,
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ability, class, gender, race, and ethnicity are examples of identity-producing mechanisms
for naming people and for organizing ways of thinking about salves. Such structures
affect how people perceive and conceptudize others as well as how they read texts. In
thisway, popular culture texts are aso identity- producing mechanisms. Popular cultureis
used to categorize people and to produce stabilize notions of identities. Identity, whether
it is based on gender or popular culture interests, is “being recognized as a certain ‘kind
of person,” in agiven context” (Gee, 2000/2001, p. 99), and identities are produced in
texts of everyday life.

Identities are d o shifting and changing nations of sdlf that are the effect of
readers uses of texts. Thus, identities need not be stable, but can shift and change
through the work of readers’ uses of texts for their own purposes and pleasures. |dentity
is fragmented rather than holistic, changing across time and space, and multiple rather
than sngular. The fragmentation of identity occurs according to contextud Stueations
with the possibility of multiple identities playing out in one inditutiona milieu. The
adolescentsin this study, for example, held conflicting identities that produced them as
different people through their uses of texts.

Media aso act asidentity-producing mechanismsin their production of popular
culture. Readers, who use popular culture, learn how to be a particular kind of person
when using particular textsin particular ways (see Hagood, 2000). As posited within
critical theory and structuralism, identities, produced and studied in texts, are inherently
gructuraly congtructed in relation to identity categories of race, nationdity, class,
ethnicity, and gender (and, though less often mentioned, to age). Working from the

notion that individuas are produced by means of a set of gpparatuses within socia
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practice, identity has been theorized as the product of indtitutiona d/Discourses
(Foucault, 1975/1977; Gee, 1996), as the process of interpdllation (Althusser, 1971), and
astheresult of ideology at work (Hall, 1988; 1996a; 1996b). All of these theories, like
identity itsdlf, are invisble but powerful structures of governing control that produce
identities for readers. These structures recruit readers to be certain sorts of people, to have
particular sorts of identities they recognize in themsalves. The production of texts acts as
an exteriority that shape readers identities, and as St. Pierre (1997) noted, “It isthe
outsde that folds us into identity, and we can never control the forces of the outsde’ (p.
367).

Often the terms identity and subjectivity are entrenched in particular theories, and
researchers conceive of their work that relates to self in relation to one or the other. In
this particular study, | learned over time through adolescents' uses of popular culture that
identity and subjectivity are different concepts that work together, not dichotomoudy but
in complementary way's (see later question about the differences between identity and
subjectivity, pp. 261-273). As| figured out, incorporating subjectivity into cultura
studies addresses the complexity of readers’ interactions with popular culturein the
circuit of production and consumption. In this way, subjectivity helped to contextudized
how young adolescents used popular culture texts as consumers positioned by texts while

aso postioning themselves in reation to texts.
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This study is about literacy. So why did the adolescents take pictures?

Barton (2000) suggested that “ One of the best ways for students and others to
increase their understanding of literacy isfor them to reflect upon their own practices and
the everyday practices around them” (p. 167). As others have shown, photography is
useful for representing, recongtructing, and reflecting on peopl€’ s everyday experiences
(Dewndney & Ligter, 1986; Tierney, 1997) and for illustrating the “fixity and flux
between changing aspects of oursdves and the notion of an immutable identity”
(Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994, p. 98). To develop a different perspective of young
adolescents subjectivities and literate practices involving popular culture textsin their
everyday lives, each adolescent in this study engaged in a photo saf- representation
documentary over the 10 weeks. This documentary process was adapted from the work of
others who have explored adolescents' interests in popular culture using visud images
(e.g., Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994; Taylor, 1989).

Using a photo documentary served severd purposes. Firg, it brought together
aspects of the adolescents' practices of consumption and production of textsin their
production of their own representations of self-defined popular culture. Second, it
provided a means for the adolescents to choose how they represented their definition(s)
and uses of popular culture texts. Third, the participants own documentations gave

another perspective of popular culture that was different from and complementary to the
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one | congtructed through observations and interviews. Findly, using an adaptation of
photo dicitation (Collier & Collier, 1986), the adolescents described their photosin the
fina taped interview. Thisinterview was guided by images that adolescents brought with
them (Harper, 1996) and was cross-referenced with representations of other data (Lister,

1995) that related to popular culture, identity, and subjectivity.

Barton, D. (2000). Researching literacy practices: Learning from activities with teachers
and students. In D. Barton, M. Hamilton, & R. lvanic (EdS), Situated literacies
(pp. 167-179). London: Routledge.

Buckingham, D., & Sefton-Green, J. (1994). Cultural studies goes to school: Reading
and teaching popular media. London: Taylor & Francis.

Coallier, J,, Jr., & Collier, M. (1986). Visual anthropology: Photography as a research
method. Albuquerque: Univeraty of New Mexico Press.

Dewndney, A., & Ligter, M. (1986). Photography, school and youth: The Cokpit Arts
project. In S. Bezencenet & P. Corrigan (EdS.), Photographic practices: Towards
a different image (pp. 29-52). London: Comedia

Harper, D. (1994). On the authority of the image: Visua methods at the crossroads. In N.
K.Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 403-
412). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lister, M. (1995). Introduction. In M. Lister (Ed.), The photographic image in digital
culture (pp. 1-28). New Y ork: Routledge.

Taylor, S. (1989). Empowering girls and young women: The challenge of the gender-

indusve curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 21, 441-456.



240

Tierney, R. J. (1997). Learning with multiple symbol systems Possihilities, redlities,
paradigm shifts and developmenta considerations. In J. Flood, S. B. Hegth, & D.
Lapp (Eds.), Handbook of research on teaching literacy through the
communicative and visual arts (pp. 286-298). New Y ork: Internationa Reading

Asociation.

What is popular culture, and how did you come up with your use of it in this study?

Although popular culture has been around for centuries (e.g., the works of
William Shakespeare and Charles Dickens were originaly consdered “ popular culture’
before becoming *high culture’), it has traditionaly been relegated to the margins of
scholarly study and educationa practice. Mot often defined as the large- scal e acceptance
of and pleasure in a particular text mass produced for audience consumption, popular
culture texts may include books, movies, music, magazines, the Internet, televison,
comics, and fashion, for example, that are produced and consumed by industry and
audiences. Theterm popular culture, however, is more complicated than quantifiable
indicators that determine consumption of texts. Actualy, agood ded of controversy
exists about popular culture. Different perspectives of the term popular culture as mass
culture, folk culture, and everyday culture illusrate how the definition of popular culture
has changed over the past 75 years dependent upon peopl€' s perceptions of popular
culture and their uses of popular culture texts. These perspectives differ in
conceptudizations of control of knowledge, power, and pleasures related to text

production and audience consumption of and uses of texts.



When characterized as mass culture, popular culture is distinguished from culture
for the dite (high, civilized culture) and recognized as culture for the generd population
(for the masses, the popular, uncivilized culture). Perspectives of popular culture as mass
culture assume that media (newspapers, magazines, movie studios, etc.) are monolithic
gtes of textua production. As a culture produced for the people, readers passvely
encounter texts. Media are powerful enough to determine the meaning of atext and to
demand and to ensure that audiences read and extract meaning from texts in Smilar ways.

The concept of popular culture as mass culture slems from the work of
Horkheimer and Adorno (1972/1999), theorists of the Frankfurt School. They analyzed
and critiqued media producers, dubbing them the culture industry and accusing the
culture industry of the mass-generation of worthless texts. They asserted that mass
production of texts and the ensuing consumption of such texts crested a popular culture
for audiences (especialy for adolescents who had plenty of leisure time) that added little
to aesthetic vaues and made people into passive recipients who mindlesdy accepted
media simplicit messages, which were laden with particular points of view and often
thought to perpetuate stereotypes.

Thistransmisson model of text from media production to audience consumption
viewed the media as sole proprietors of power who legitimated knowledge that lacked
morda seriousness and that socidized people in common ways. Audiences were perceived
as insatiable, non-discriminatory consumers because their interpretations of and pleasures
in their readings of popular culture seemed dways in agreement with the ideologies
presented in the text. Horkheimer and Adorno (1972/1999) purported that engagement

with popular culture turned audiences into cultura dupes dominated by mass deception.
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By pitting popular culture againg high culture, these theorists of the Frankfurt
School preserved the dichotomy between high and low culture and propagated the belief
that texts had some inherent meaning. To these theorigts, high culture was associated with
complex printed texts that were part of the literary canon—crestive, deep, and worthy of
audience s study and critique to ascertain the meaning of the text produced by an author.
Mass/ low/ popular culture texts, often in the form of visud or auditory texts, were
conversaly deemed smple and unproblematic.

Those who espouse the view of mass culture believe popular culture texts to have
determined meaning and to be uniform and predictable. Text meaning is uncomplicated
and sdf-evident. Popular culture texts from this view are congdered unnecessary for
study and require no discussion or critique. Based on stimulus-response “ effects’ of
popular culture on audiences, those following the work of the Frankfurt School theorists
blame the “culture industry” for imposing mass culture upon the people and for seducing
audiences to read texts in ways that dull audiences minds and maintain the socid
authority and belief systems of dominant classes.

Unlike the top-down mode of mass culture that produces popular meaning for the
people and delinestes texts dong class lines, afolk culture perspective of popular culture
celebrates a bottom-up and authentic popular culture of the people. Begun by British
researchersin the 1960s at the Center for Contemporary Cultura Studiesin response to
conceptions of mass culture as mindless activity, views of popular culture asfolk culture
acknowledge class divisions between popular and high culture, but assert that different
classes, epecialy the working class, use popular culture to resst dominant views

represented in texts.



British cultura theorigts (such as Hoggart, 1958; Williams, 1958/1966;
Thompson, 1963/1978; and Hall,1980) popularized the folk culture view of popular
culture in their research on working class peopl€ s uses of popular culture, and othersin
Austraia, Canada, and the United States took up this perspective. (Othersworking in
sociology and mass communication studies in the United States also studied how
audiences used mediafor their own purposes dependent upon their membership in
particular groups [see Lazarsfdd & Kenddll, 1960]). These different theorists and
researchers emphasized audiences' rather than media’ s power in textud reading.
Furthermore, they illustrated how working class people used popular culture textsin
ways that subverted the meaning that other classes made of the texts produced by the
culture industry and that critiqued high culture (e.g. uses of language, ways of dressing,
readings of romance novels). Like with perceptions of mass culture, afolk culturd view
of popular culture continues the ideas that texts have some determined meaning. The
view of popular culture asfolk culture, however, focuses on meanings audiences create
from texts (see Hoggart, 1958; Willis, 1977). Meaning from this perspective liesnot in
text producers asin the views of mass culture but rather in the audience s interaction with
and uses of the text on their own terms, and often in keeping with class perceptions. A
folk culture view of popular culture frequently vaorizes subcultura groups active
meaning making of texts and their resstance to dominant beliefs/stereotypes presented in
texts. Audiences everyday production practices, which resst monolithic understandings
of popular culture texts, are vita to afolk culture view of popular culture.

Knowledge formed from audiences congtruction of textual meaning and textua

pleasures result from audience' s own appropriation of texts. So, contrary to the culture
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industry’ s power in the concept of mass culture that views media as forcing particular
readings onto audiences and producing negative effects, popular culture asfolk culture
views the audience as those who hold power. Audiences use their power to actively
produce their own meanings from and uses of texts, not meanings that have been forced
onto them by media production. Rather than condemn popular culture as the downfal of
society, those working from this perspective acknowledge users pleasures they creste
from their own engagement of the texts.

Popular culture is dso defined as everyday culture. British cultura theorigts of the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies influenced by postmodern, poststructura, and
socio-culturd theories origindly developed this perspective in the 1970s and 80s. In the
1990s this perspective of popular culture became important in the research and work in
Austrdia, Canada, France, India, and the United States. As everyday culture, popular
cultureis dl about the study of the culture of everyday life (Craven; 1994; Storey, 1998).
Its sudy involves in-depth examinations of the relations between high and low culture,
not privileging one domain over the other. Thus, definitions of popular culture as mass
and folk culture are collapsed and become part of the study of popular culture as
everyday culture. Texts from this pergpective include those that fit into high and low
culture categories and those that are print, visual, and auditory. Proponents of popular
culture as everyday culture attend to both media production and audience’ s production of
their own uses of texts in their consumption of popular culture. In this way, popular
culture texts shape audiences uses of texts while audiences smultaneoudy creete their
own uses of the texts (see Alvermann, Moon, & Hagood, 1999; Buckingham, 1998;

Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994; Hagood, 2001).



Popular culture perceived as everyday culture also Situates texts as indeterminate.
The polysemic nature of popular culture texts in everyday culture holds that individuas
or groups may interpret texts differently and use texts to create knowledge and to derive
various pleasures from them. Studying popular culture as everyday culture highlights two
aress. Firg, it cals atention to audiences negotiation of consumption and their own
production of usesin popular culture texts. Second, this view aso realizes media s power
to attempt to control knowledge through cultural markets and products. Popular culture as
everyday culture therefore focuses on the tension between the power to produce textua
meaning that audiences read as stable and audiences power to choose whether or not to
give smilar or different value, meaning, or uses to the texts and to decide what
knowledge they will produce from their own uses and pleasures of the texts.

In this study, adolescents defined and used popular culture as they saw fit. In this
way, popular culture was viewed as aform of everyday culture, “the very materia of our
dally lives, the bricks and mortar of out most commonplace understanding” (Willis, 1977,
p. 185). In keeping with findings from other studies of adolescents uses of mediain the
United States (Roberts, Foehr, Rideout, & Brodie, 1999) and Augtrdia (Russall &
Holmes, 1996), the adolescentsin this study al aspects of media (e.g., televison, music,
computers, the Internet, and movies) in their descriptions of popular culture. Adolescents
came up with their own definitions and uses of popular culture, and their descriptions of
popular culture overlapped in the kinds of texts they chose to use and their documentation
of popular culture in their everyday lives. Popular culture ranged from popular press
books such as Left Behind (LaHaye & Jenkins, 1996), Lockie Leonard, Scumbuster

(Winton, 1999), Ender’s Game (Card, 1985), and the Babysitters Club Series, to music
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(by 98° [2000], Mary Mary [2000], Vengaboys [2000], Ja Rule, Limp Bizkit, and
Nirvana), to fashion, computer use, dancing, animé, and athletics (such asfootie and
soccer). But no matter how they categorized popular culture (asin music, fashion, books,
computer/technology, etc.), al adolescents agreed that popular culture had to do with
something that defined as pleasurable. This meant that popular culture might be defined
as pleasurable to alarge group, but if it wasn't pleasurable to the individua, then the

adolescent didn’t categorize the text as such.
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If popular culture is so important to adolescents’ literacy lives and to identity and

subjectivity, what other work has already been done in the area?

Interview studies conducted in Augtrdia, Canada, England, and the United States
have investigated students' sdlf congtructions using popular culture texts. Urquhart's
(1996) study of 11- and 12-year-old English boys uses of popular fiction and movies
illustrated how boys questioned and implemented understanding of mae identity in
individua and group ways. She explained that boys used popular culture texts
individudly to learn “gppropriate’ masculine identities. Then, they tested their
interpretations among peers by emulating what they learned. Similar to findings from
other studies on the use of horror texts by boys (Lewis, 1998; Moss, 1993a), Urquhart
(1996) argued that through group exploration, boys build solidarity and form whet they
consider to be acceptable socid representations of gender through a group experience of
discussng texts.

Severd interview studies of girls literacy practicesillustrate how they postion

themsalvesin their penchant for reading teen romance novels. Chrigtiant Smith (1993)
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examined how 12-15-year-old U.S. girls from diverse racia and ethnic backgrounds
positioned themselves in relation to characters presented in salf-chosen novels. The girls
assumed identities Smilar to those of the stereotypica charactersin the novels while at
the same time redlizing the novels were fantasies and that relaionships with othersin
ther lives outsde the text did not end as nicely asthey did in the romance noves they
read. Chrigtian- Smith found that the girlS' enjoyment of reading popular romance novels
“operated a a distance from these young women's own lives and provided a comfort
zone where there were no consequences for taking risks’ (p. 53). The girls pleasuresin
reading popular cuture texts provided outlets for escape from other lives lived.

In asimilar observation and interview study, Cherland (1994) examined how 11-
year-old Canadian girls constructed gendered identities through their reading of fiction.
In reading groups, the girls examined congtructs of femae identity presented in self-
selected texts by juxtaposing their own experiences of being positioned by adults as
nurturing and caring femaes with the experiences of femae charactersin the books.
Often, by questioning their own subjectivity in rdaion to the identities of femde
charactersin their texts, the girls resisted the meaning of the texts to create book
characters who were active agents in their own lives and not passive receivers of
prescribed and stereotypica femde identities. In this way, they positioned the femde
charactersin the texts in ways they desired to be treated in their own lives.

Unlike the girlsin Chridian-Smith’s (1993) and Cherland’s (1994) studies,
Willinsky and Hunniford (1993) found in an interview study that 12-year-old Canadian
and U.S. girls assumed positions and identities presented in texts that the girls desired to

enact in ther lives. Likethe girlsin Finders s (1997) study who seemed to



wholeheartedly take on the identities portrayed in the teen magazines they reed, the girls
in Willinsky and Hunniford' s (1993) study read novelslike ingructiond manuasto learn
how to act and handle themselves in romantic relationships.

Oliver (Oliver & Ladlik, 2000) worked with three African American and one
European American, eighth grade girlsin study about literacy and the body. She met with
the girls three times aweek for 1¥hours at school and discussed issues surrounding
popular culture and girls bodies, including fashion, beauty, and skirn/ race. The girlsaso
wrote in journas, which they shared and exchanged with Oliver, and she documented

how the girls used their bodiesto read others, to attract attention, and to resst

“oppressive’ representations of the body. Oliver and Lalik (2000) found contradictionsin

the girls statements, and ultimately concluded that the girls' resistance to the production
of bodies portrayed in texts “ oftentimes gppeared in subtle, inarticulate, and poorly
elaborated forms’ (p. 76).

Although these sudies as agroup illustrate arange of responses young
adolescents constructed from engagement with popular culture texts as those readings
related to congtructs of identity or subjectivity, in the end, the anadyses essentidized the
ways girls and boys used popular culture. From these studies, girls either assumed or
resisted identities presented in the text, and boys seemed to negotiate meaning of texts.
Deterministic outcomes often result when research provides data from seemingly
homogeneous groups (Buckingham, 1993; Moss, 1993b). Based primarily on interview
data gathered separate from observations of uses of the texts, the limited contextsin
which these research studies were conducted do not illustrate the complexity of

adolescents' identities and subjectivities across contexts.
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Buckingham and Sefton-Green (1994) did, however, complicate the notion of
youths sdf-congructions when using popular culture. In Cultural Studies Goes to
School, they investigated the mix of media sudies with culturd studiesin ahigh school
English classin London. Ther case study research on students magazine creations of the
music industry, story writing about masculinities, and photographic representation
projects documented the multiple and shifting positioning studerts encountered in
relation to peers, to pleasuresin popular culture text, and to teachers. From examples of
students completed assignments, they illustrated how students created contradictory
identitiesin their uses of popular culture texts. For example, the students often
congtructed themselves in non-essentiaist ways during discussions about popular culture
but their productions of media texts showed otherwise.

Observationd and interview research has dso informed our understanding the
complexity of youths shifting saf congtructions within asingular discourse outside of
school. Fisherkdler's (1997) study of televison illustrated how U.S. 11- and 12-year-olds
chose to watch particular shows that assisted them in constructing possible selves and
envisoning dternatives for their future. For example, strong and independent femae
televison characters became girls role models, showing them how to dress and act and
providing them with examples of dternaive femde life dyles. In thisway, the
adolescentsimagined dternative identities that would better their future within the
narrow condruction of identity they felt within their local community. Like the
adolescents in other studies who created selves out of their affinity toward particular

charactersin texts (Dyson, 1996; Cherland, 1994; Chrigtian Smith, 1993), Fisherkeller
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showed that the adolescents used traits they valued in the television characters they knew
were fictitious to create possible salves to cope with difficulties salient to their own lives.

Lewis and Fabos (1999) documented how two U.S. 12-year-old girls postioned
themsdlves when using Instant Messaging (IM), a popular computer program used for
real-time chatting on the Internet. The girlsused IM to learn how to establish and
negotiate avirtua peer network. By tracking and andyzing the flow and form of
conversations, they learned appropriate positions to take up in order to become part of the
group. The girls changed their conversationd styles and tone depending on their
perceptions of how to assmilate into the community of users. This active positioning
alowed the girls to juggle and manipulate multiple conversations smultaneoudy and
afforded them membership in the group of IM users. The more IM conversation they
managed, the more popular they felt themsalves to be among the group. Lewis and Fabos
(1999) posited that athough the girls actively positioned themselves and constructed
identities using IM, they were perhaps unaware of the ways the texts positioned them.
Without asking the girls how they felt positioned, Lewis and Fabos could only speculate
about this matter.

Other studies focusing on audience meaning making of popular culture texts have
complicated concepts of reading positions and subjectivity. In astudy of 11- and 12-year-
old Audrdian sudents readings of traditiond and feminist fairy tales taken from an
after-school group who met to explore “being gendered,” Davies (1993) demonsirated the
complexity and sometimes-contradictory nature of students own subjectivitiesin their
engagement with popular culture texts. Davies poststructurd analysis and interpretation

showed how students position themselves in diverse ways, offering multiple readings and
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interpretations of texts dependent upon their stances. Connecting their readings to
possible discourses from which they positioned themsdlves, Davies showed how readings
offer multiple interpretations based on the discurgve practices that surround readers
meaningful renderings of texts.

Students' out-of-school literacies related to popular culture have yet to be
thoroughly explored. Although these sudies are semind to an understanding of young
adolescents’ literate activities after-school, al of these udies took place in sngular
contexts around one particular media form: televisua, computer, or book.

Those who have studied young adolescents’ literacy practices related to self-
congruction across contexts have framed their studies in relation to indtitutional
discourses. Two ethnographic studies employed aspects of Gee's (1996) concept of
Discourse as “identity kits” to describe how adolescents use texts in various contexts.
Both Knobel’s (1999) study of 11- and 12-year-old Austrdian girls and boys and
Finders's (1997) study of comparably aged U.S. girls examined how participants
congtructed socid identities through their engagement in literate practices. Both studies
examined how adolescents socid identities changed by context, text, and interaction
with others. Like the boys assumptions of identities with popular culture textsin
Urquhart’s (1996) study, the adolescents in Knobel’ s (1999) and Finders s (1997) studies
assumed identities according to the socid practices they thought relevant to the context
and to the identities presented to them in particular Discourses. As acceptable identity
categories were fixed and stable by the identities presented in the texts and by the socid
identities presented and constructed in the Discourses of which students were a part, these

two studies demonstrated how the adolescents adopted identities as they moved from
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Discourse to Discourse. Although Knobel (1999) and Finders (1997) examined young
adolescents’ literacies across sttings, their studies only touched on their participants
uses of popular culture texts. By each focusng on socid identities enacted within
Discourses, they illustrated how individuds are congtituted by those discourses, but they
did not explore youths own subjectivities or self-pagtioning in constructing meaning

from popular culture texts within those Discourses.
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How does poststructuralism inform this study?

Sturrock (1986) succinctly explained that “ Post- Structurdism is a critique of
Structurdism conducted from within; that is, it turns certain of sructuraism’s arguments
agang itsdlf and points to certain fundamenta inconsgstenciesin their method which
Structurdists have ignored” (p. 137). Coming after structurdism, poststructuraism
differs from gructurdism in its emphasis on text and on the reeder. While ructurdism
finds truth within texts that produce and signd stable meaning, poststructuraism shifts
the focus from what the text produces to what the reader produces with the text (Sarup,
1993). This shift highlights the work that readers do to push againgt determined and
stable meanings of texts.

Postgtructura theory influenced this study in four ways. (1) in the consderation
of the adolescents as readers to be fragmented and unstable, (2) in the acknowledgement
and atention to the multiple, shifting, complex, and conflicting ways readers engage texts
in various contexts and with various people dependent upon their purposes, (3) in the
examination of texts as indeterminate and without fixed meaning, and (4) in the
implementation of categorization as both useful and limiting for work with adolescents,
literacies, and popular culture.

Pogtstructurdism foregrounds the critique of a unified sdf and normative
understandings of determined identity. From this stance, poststructurdist theory
acknowledges and attends to identities are in constant movement, knowing that as people
are named and categorized, they shift and move, forever changing who they are.
Furthermore, unlike structuralism that “sees truth asbeing ‘behind’ or ‘within’ atext,”

post-structuraism attends to “the interaction of the reader and text as a productivity. In
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other words, reading has logt its Status as a passive consumption of a product” (Sarup,
1993, p. 3).

While remaining committed to the fact that categories exist and structure our lives
to produce identities, poststructural theory questions and critiques the stailities of
identities and of identity categories (Weedon, 1997). Furthermore, poststructuralism
attempts to provide aternative ways of thinking about concepts that have been set up in
binaries (Stronach & MacLure, St. Pierre, 2000). Work within poststructural theory, for
example, addresses categories that form binary relationships. For example, researchers
interested in adolescents' literacies have begun to use poststructurd theory to
problematize adult/adolescent binaries that assume that adults are inherently more
knowledgeable and superior based soldly on identities derived from chronologica age

(Hagood, Stevens,& Reinking, in press; Lesko, 2001; Lewis & Finders, in press).
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You describe throughout the text the idea that adolescents push against identity. How are

you using this phrase?

| am using the phrase push againgt identity to describe how adolescents work
againg gructures that attempt to produce them as particular sorts of people with
particular identities. All of the adolescents in the study were produced with particular
identities based upon others' readings of the adolescents' interests in and uses of
particular kinds of popular culture. Amanda, for example, was produced with an identity
asanerd and atraditiond girl because she liked the Babystters Club series, which
seemed passé among her peers at school. And though Amanda recognized this identity
that labeled her in particular ways, she also used popular culture to push against that
identity (see question related to identity on pp. 233-237).

The adolescents attempts to push against identity, to keep from being named and
stabilized within a particular Sructure, were efforts to open up, to resst, to change, or to
chdlenge the identities and structures that defined them. However, as discussed in

Chapter 6, adolescents uses of texts that pushed againgt identities that named them often
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remained unrecognized by others because of others' own thinking/bdliefs about the
influence that popular culture had on adolescents that perpetuated stabilized and often
negative meanings of adolescents text uses. In their pushing againg identities
adolescents struggled to be recognized differently as they used texts to construct
themselves as others concurrently produced them with identities. In this way, subjectivity
was congtructed through adolescents pushing againgt produced identities. (See dso

discussion of subjectivity on pp. 262-274).

Rhizomatic cartography is interesting, but I've never heard of it, and I haven’t seen it

used to analyze data. What is it? Who else has used it? How did it contribute to your
analyses, and what were the limitations of using it?

Rhizomatic cartography is built off of Deleuze and Guattari’ s (1980/1987)
theoretica work on the rhizome in their book 4 Thousand Plateaus. A rhizomeisa
figuration, which differs from ametaphor. A figuraion is an andytic tool that has been
used in work influenced by poststructurd theory to move beyond coding and categorizing
datain order to redescribe and to represent concepts differently. It issmilar to a
metaphor in that both are implemented as away to improve understandings of a concept;
yet it is unlike a metgphor in that figurations are new images and atempt to provide
freeing ways to think about a concept by attending to the complexity inherent within it.

S. Pierre (1997a) discussed the differences between the two, noting “Figurations are not
whimsicd flights of fancy imagined to distract us from the day-to-day but carefully
consdered trgectories that send us headlong into the complexity of living redities’ (p.

281). These complexities as represented in the figuration of the rhizome need to illustrate
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as Braidotti (1994) explained “relationa images’ in order to form new representations of
living redities

Thus, figurations serve astools to creste new redlitiesingtead of charting
differently what is dready known by usng a metaphor. They need to open up data
andysis by questioning boundaries of binary thought and by illustrating interpretations
that exceed those boundaries (McCoy, 2000). Others have used the figuration of a
rhizome and the theoreticad idea of rhizoandyssto examine relationd images. For
example, &. Pierre (1997b) employed Ddleuze and Guattari’ s (1980/1987) figuration of
the nomad to reconceptualize aspects of qualitative research. As anomad, she could
move across spaces to trouble traditional and taken-for-granted notions of the text and the
fidld. Thefiguraion of anomadic inquirer opened up ways for St. Pierre to think
differently about her ethnographic work and to ask different questions about her research.
Jackson (in press) aso used the figuration of arhizome to rethink the concept of voice in
anew figuration of rhizovocality and to look differently a the excessve and
transgressive interconnections of voice. Alvermann (2000) used rhizoanalyss a bit
differently to reanayze data from three sudies in an effort to conceptualize the
connections and ruptures between and among texts. And Grosz (1994) connected the
rhizome to her conceptions of feminism to rethink the interconnections between gender
and subjectivity.

A rhizome, as afiguration, ismore like amap than atracing, and is characterized
by movement between things rather than from a discernable path. According to Deleuze
and Guattari (1980/1987), the rhizome “ ceaselesdy establishes connections between

semiotic chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relive to the arts, sciences,



and social struggles’ (p. 7). Therhizome, as amap, dlows for alook at the connections
across texts that keep ideas and meaning in motion, never stabilized and dways
changing.

The rhizome is tuber-like with associations resulting from surface appearances
and subterranean flows. It is a conglomeration of middles—amultipliaty of lines
extending in dl directions that illustrates no beginning and no end. If a part is broken off,
then it can start up again a any point and join up with other aspects or form new
offshoots. The rhizome, that multiplicity that necessarily is created through an
establishment of disparate ideas, changes as it expands its connections of incidents.

Rhizomes are filled with twists and turns, swirls and whorls, thet are “not...an
essence but rather...an operative function” (Deleuze, 1988/1993, p. 3). The purpose of
using rhizomatic cartography in this study was to interrupt the stable and structura
versons of identity seen in media production of popular culture and to provide dternative
openings for ambiguity to adolescents' contradictory salves through recognition of
subjectivity while smultaneoudy attending to identity. Using Deleuze and Guattari’s
(1980/1987) theoretical description of rhizomatic cartography, | developed the figuration
of an anthill based upontheir description that ants form rhizomes. Deleuze and Gueattari
(1987) explained *Y ou can never get rid of ants because they form an anima rhizome
that can rebound time and again after most of it has been destroyed” (p. 9). | examined
interconnections of identities and subjectivity in the ways that adolescents implemented
subjectivity (the subterranean flows) to disrupt categories and rigid stabilities (the surface
gppearances) found in socidly accepted identities in popular culture using the figuration

of an anthill asarhizome.
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The figuration of arhizome and the use of rhizomatic cartography both opened up
and limited the andysis of this sudy. By using the rhizome to connect identity and
subjectivity, | was able to examine contradictory data and to map how adol escents both
take on identities and push againgt them while using the same texts without forming a
duality between them. This andyss technique further dlowed for the magnification of
the interconnections between texts, identities, and subjectivities within and across
contexts. The visudization also asssted in illugrating the differences between identity
and subjectivity through the rhizomatic figuration.

However, usng rhizomatic cartography aso had its limitations. Employing this
andytic tool was atricky matter inasmuch asit is a theory that has been only recently
shaped into a methodology. As aresult, there are few methodologica examples of using
the theory as atool for data analysis. And because no two rhizomes are ever dike, none
of the methodologica examplesthat | sudied looked like my own implementation of
rhizomatic cartography. Findly, rhizomes are naturaly multiplicitous and can’t be
overcoded. Given this characterigtic, the analysis | used in this study was only partial.
The rhizome continues on, forever moving and connecting. The depiction of the rhizome,
therefore, only reflects a 10-week moment in time, and the andys's conducted froze dl of
the movement tha has continued since my departure from the daily lives of the

adolescents | studied.

Alvermann, D. E. (2000). Researching libraries, literacies, and lives: A rhizoandysis. In
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What is subjectivity, and how does it differ from identity? What'’s the need for the

distinction in this study?
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As Davies (1994) explained “the concept of subjectivity is different from the
concept of identity” (p. 3). The concept of identity as part of a modernist human
discourse generdly refers to stable categories prescribed to people and based on binaries
(eg., young/ old, mae/ femde; high class low class) in order to classify people
discretdly. These structures and categories “ define individua identities and the forms of
pleasure derived from them” (Weedon, 1997, p. 109). But just as people are named and
categorized with “a congtituted sense of identity,” they may dso “ress particular
interpellations or produce new versons of meaning from the conflicts and contradictions’
that have attempted to name them with particular identities (Weedon, 1997, p. 102). It is
this tenson between being condtituted with certain identities and pushing against
particular identities that | am using the term subjectivity. In this study, subjectivity is
viewed differently from identity in that identities produced for adolescents in different
contexts (such as adolescents, students, wussies, Mexican Catholics) that attempt to
define who they can be and can be recognized as are contested by the adolescents
themsdavesin thelr uses of texts. The process of subjectivity is exemplifiedin
adolescents' attempts to renegotiate these identities and to open up dternative ways of
being. According to Davis (1994), subjectivity

enables usto see the diversity and richness of our experiences of being a person

as we find oursalves positioned now one way and now another, insde one set of

power relations or another, congtituted through one discourse or another, in one
context or another. Our subjectivity isin part the result of our life histories of

being in theworld. (p. 3-4)
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Although culturd studies as an interdisciplinary field is committed to theoretica
plurdism, some have argued that poststructuralism is not a good fit with gpproaches to
cultura studies that focus on identity categories. Richard Johnson (1987), however,
refuted this argument during his directorship of the Centre for Contemporary Cultura
Studies (CCCS). Studying subjectivity, Johnson (1987) explained, moves cultura studies
away from thefixity of text interpretation devoid of context and readers. Subjectivity, in
this sense, “is not to be understood by locating it in a universe of meaning or an
interactiona context of narratives, but in acomplex of gpparatuses, practices,
meachinations, and assemblages within which human being has been fabricated, and
which presuppose and enjoin particular relations with ourselves’ (Rose, 1994, p. 10). In
thisway, cultural studies projects are concerned with the process of subjectivity in the
contestation of identities produced in readers uses of popular culture texts. Spesking to
the issue of exploring subjectivity and texts usng cultura studies Walkerdine (1990)
explained,

We can say that text do not sSmply distort or bias aredlity that exists only outsde

the pages of books—in the ‘red world'—but rather that those practices are redl,

and in congtruction of meaning creste places for identification and construct

subject-postionsin the text itsdf. (p. 89)

The use of subjectivity as construction asused in this udy is different from
others notions of subjectivity. E. A. St. Pierre (personal communication, April 22, 2002)
noted that according to some poststructura theorists “ subjectivity iswhet is produced and
what keeps on getting produced by the discourses and practices within/againgt which we

live” Because this study is framed by cultural studies theories of production and
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consumption and audiences uses of texts, | am looking at the ways that media produce
identities in texts, and the ways that adolescents construct ideas about themselves using
texts. In thisway, the adolescents in this study saw themsalves as produced as particular
sorts of people with particular identities, but they aso resisted those identities to some
degree and in various contexts. St. Pierre and | agree on the term subjectivity in that
subjectivity is produced “by accommodating, resisting, opening up the discourses and
culturd practicesthat are dways producing us’ (St. Fierre, personal communication,
April 22, 2002). But the use of the term subjectivity in this study has been conceptudized
as adolescents' congtructions to push againg, resst, change, and chadlenge the identities
produced for or of them.

Incorporating subjectivity into cultural studies addresses the complexity of
readers interactions with texts. Davies (1994) explained that in examinations of
subjectivity, we “gain access to the condtitutive effects of the discursve practices through
which we are dl condtituted as subjects and through which the world we dl liveinis
made red” (p. 3). Delinestions between identity and subjectivity provide a useful
framework for thinking about young adolescents uses of popular culture texts as
consumers targeted with particular identities as they are positioned by texts while dso
positioning themsaves in rdation to texts. Asreadings of texts change by the context in
which they are read, subjectivity changes aswell. Therefore, it is necessary to wrestle
with aspects of subjectivity in order to understand better how adolescents use popular
culture not only by identities produced through media but aso by adolescents own
engagement of texts whereby they construct their own positions relive to the text

(Gilroy, 1996; McRobbie, 1995; Wakerdine, 1997).
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Subjectivity, as differentiated from a stable identity, attends to the changing
positions that subjects negotiate in socid interaction (Mangfield, 2000). Attention to
subjectivity in literacy focuses on the complex negotiations between readers, as subjects,
and texts (whether those texts are auditory, visud, or multimodal), maintaining that
readers identities are produced in texts and readers also construct ideas about themsalves
as they accept, push againgt, and/or transform those categories that name them as
particular sorts of people.

Subjectivity as used throughout this study does not replace the idea of identity or
identities, nor isit in opposition to structures that produce identities. The need for
distinction between the two isthat they are acting differently—one cannot exist without
the other and, therefore, it isimportant to “ complicate the relations between them”
(Stronach & MacLure, 1997, p. 5). In this particular study, subjectivity is conceptuaized
as the adolescents movement between and among identities that have produced them as
particular sorts of people through their uses of popular culture. Tommy’s recognition of
the identities produced of him by the Australian boys as awimp and wuss and his active
resstance of these identities through his use of Japanese animé is an example of the
congruction of subjectivity. In thisway, Tommy is produced with identity and he
congtructs himsdf smultaneoudy as a subject. Asa subject, Tommy is, as Martusewiez
(1992) described, “congtantly shifting, flickering in absence and presence like the
congtant movement aong the sgnifying chain” (p. 140).

In this study, as adolescents push againg particular identities offered to them
through media produced texts that try to produce adolescents as particular sorts of people,

they position themsalves through the congtruction of subjectivity. The use of subjectivity



in this study, therefore, is often an effect of pushing againgt identities that seek to limit
and to categorize adolescents in particular ways. The conceptudization of adolescents as
subjects with subjectivity rather than with named and stable identities that produce them
as particular sorts of people opens up possibilities to acknowledge how adolescents
attempt to congtruct new ways of being and new identities. Identity is crested out of a
desire to put an order to the infinitude of possibilities, and struggles over opening up
identity result from adolescents contestation of the meaning of atext that implicitly or
assumedly produces adolescents with a particular identity. Thus, adolescents gauge the
condruction of new ways of being through their active uses of texts. Subjectivity
highlights the tensons of betweenness, not as oneidentity or another or as multiple
idertities, but in the trandtiona State of transforming identities.

The differences between conceptualizations of identity and subjectivity in this
study lie often in the emphasis placed on the text to determine readers identities and uses
of texts. From a standpoint of audience research in culturd studies what isimportant isto
consder how the reader perceives and uses atext (Ang, 1996). Unlike the work of
identity as conceptudized within structurd work influenced by cultura studies, which
focuses on the meaning the text produces in particular contexts and on the
indtitutionalized practices that produce particular identities, the work of subjectivity in
this study approaches readings differently in two distinct ways. Firs, from a
postsiructuraist perspective, texts have no inherent meaning. Spivak (1974) noted, “the
text has no stable identity, no stable origin, no stable end. Each act of reading the ‘text’ is

aprefaceto the next” (p. xii).
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The use of the term subjectivity in this study attends to adolescents’ active
engagement of forever trying to establish themsdves through efforts to push away dad
meanings in texts that attempt to stabilize and to locate meaning with asingular or
particular identity. Such an effort is amovement away from what Taylor (1993) called
the monological consciousness of identity and from a conscious effort to understand the
identities produced in texts. So, rather than concentrate primarily on the power of a
discourse or ingtitutiona power to produce identities (as either stable and coherent or as
multiple and shifting yet stable and coherent across contexts), the redlization of
adolescents’ subjectivity emphasizes how they as subjects construct themsalves. When
subjectivity is consdered in the act of reading, reading becomes a cregtive endeavor

because the reader is congtantly having to fill in gaps and absences in the text.

Thismodd of the act of reading isin keegping with the post-structurdist figuration

of dedire as something without satisfaction, continuous, motivating and,

ultimately, pleasurable. (Fuery, 1995, p. 72)

Readers, therefore, while being pushed to concede to particular identities, also
push back on those identities, continuoudy shifting and changing, never fully locating
themselves once and for dl in aparticular identity. Foucault (1982/1988) cdled this
process “technologies of the salf” and these technologies

permit individuas to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain

number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conducts, and way

of being, S0 asto transform themsalves in order to attain a certain state of

happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality. (p. 18)

Similarly, Davies (1999) explained, that readers as subjects have agency in that they have
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A sense of onesdlf as one who can go beyond the given meaning in any one
discourse [identity] and forge something new, through a combination of
previousy unrelated discourses, through the invention of words and concepts that
cgpture a shift in consciousness that is beginning to occur, or through imagining

not what is, but what might be. (pp. 66-67)

Second, readers are a bricolage or performance of a mismatched and often
conflicting assembly of discourses and materia practices that hold no definite meaning
(e.g., see de Castdl, 1996; Sefton-Green & Buckingham, 1998; Tobin, 2000). Readers
peak themsdves into existence and congtruct themsalves using texts asthey are
simultaneously Spoken into existence and are produced with certain identities by texts. In
thisway, afocus on adolescents subjectivity shifts the emphasis from the study of
identities produced in texts to the study of adolescent readers as subjects and to the
process of the ways that they congtruct themselves. So, the study of identity and
subjectivity related to Timony, for example, focuses upon both the texts that produced
particular identities of student, teacher, guinea pig, avid reader, bad student, or disturbed
teenager for him and on his active uses of texts in the contexts of school and at home to
congtruct himself as continuous, ever-shifting, and evolving in process.

The need for digtinction between subjectivity and identity relates to the ideas of
production and consumption of popular culture. In Consumer Society, Baudrillard (1998)
explained that individuas seek out their places through their consumption of goods. The
individua usestexts (popular culture) to relate to the socid order. In thisway,
consumption is not the end point of the process that began with production of goods and

identities, but is a system of exchange. Baudrillard doesn't believe in the reduction of
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textsinto atranamission modd that only produce identities onto consumers. Instead, he
asserted that consumers construct their own meaning and uses of texts as they use texts
for their own purposes. Studying both identity and subjectivity in production and
consumption may “enable a use of the sdf which neither guarantees itsdlf as an authentic
ground nor necessarily regjects the possbility of aground” (Probyn, 1992, pp. 29-30).
Some lament the catch- 22 of this obscure proceeding, claming that whenever something
gets named, it islocated, delimited, and framed (Shambaugh, 2000). Others note that the
process of naming, as fleeting, ephemerd, and difficult asit might be, is necessary. Hall
(1996) argued that identities are structures of dominance with particular configurations
and structurations that must be studied, but over time these complex structures
nevertheless come undone. This study examines how adolescents, popular culture, and
literacies are structures that come undone.

This study as framed by cultura studies theories of production and consumption
looks at adolescents' uses of popular culture as they are named as particular people and
given particular identities through media production and as they condruct their own uses
of textsthat often negate or question the identities produced in their congtructions of who
they perceive themsdaves to be in their consumption of texts. Indeed, interplays between
identity and subjectivity are consdered in this sudy when adolescents are named with
particular identities based upon their uses of popular culture and when adolescents use
popular culture to push againg, ress, subvert, chalenge, or change those identities. The
investigation into being named with particular identities and attempts to open up those
identities through different uses of textsillusirate adolescents movement between

sructural and poststructura understandings of identity and subjectivity as adolescents get



stuck between structures that seek to name them as particular people and from which they
try to work themselves out of particular categorizations. In thisway, adolescentsin this
study attempt to engage in critiques of essentidism. According to hooks (1991), such acts
“chalenge notions of universdity and tatic overdetermined identity within mass culture
and mass consciousness’ and provide opportunities to “ open up new possibilities for the
congtruction of self and the assertion of agency” (p. 28).

Williams (1980), a culturd theorist, explained that movement between socid
formations and historica momerts such as modernism and postmodernism is continuous.
Therefore, it is possble to locate and isolate features of postmodern culture within
modernity and visaversa. Similarly, the movement between identities that seek to name
adolescents and their attempts to open up categories that name them is continuous.
Therefore, the concept of identity is useful, but it limits us. Foucault (1994/1997)
explained,

If we are asked to relate to the question of identity, it must be an identity to our

unique selves. But the relationships we have to have with ourselves are not ones

of identity, rather, they must be relationships of differentiation, of creation, of
innovation. To be the sameisredly boring. We must not exclude identity [itdics
added] if people find their pleasure through this identity, but we must not think of

thisidentity as an ethicd universd rule. (p. 166)

By examining the undoing of stabilized identitiesin adolescents' uses of texts,
adolescents are conceptuaized differently through the congtruction of subjectivity. Like
Sarup noted (1993), “If subjectivity islessfixed, then space is|eft for the congtruction of

identities which deviate from the norm. That is, pace is|eft for “difference” (p. 176). In

272



273

this sense, adolescents' uses of texts undo traditiona understandings of stable identities,
meanings of popular culture, and Sngular forms of literacy. Adolescentsin this sudy use
textsin ways that the adolescents are “both the site and subjects of discursve sruggle for

ther identity” (Weedon, 1997, p. 93).
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Traditionally, text has described something printed in alphabetic code, like a book or a
magazine or maybe a website. You seem to use the term text differently. Can you explain
how you re using it?

Text in this sudy is defined broadly and includes any written, visud (images),
ord, and auditory representation used by the adolescents | studied. This definition of text
that encompasses communicative media and popular culture such astedevison, the
Internet, or music, for example, has been readily accepted and used within the field of
media studies and culturd studies research. Until recently, however, this broadened
definition of text has been excluded from the field of literacy research (Kamil,

Mosenthal, Pearson, & Barr, 2000).

Only within the past 10 years has awider description of text been used in literacy
research with respect to adolescent literacy (see Alvermann, in press, Alvermann,
Hinchman, Moore, Phelps, & Waff, 1998; Moje, Y oung, Readence, & Moore, 2000;
Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999). Thiswider conceptuaization of text as part of
the study of literacies has cometo view textsin relaion to multiliteracies (Cope &
Kaantzis, 2000; New London Group, 1996), to technological media (Leu & Kinzer,
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