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ABSTRACT

Pink Politics:
A Research Project About Girls

Leanne Levy, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2006

Messages embedded within media are powerful ideological forces influencing
ways girls perceive and negotiate the world and their selves, setting standards,
expectations, ideals and norms. From a neo-Gramscian perspective, popular culture is
a site of negotiation for a girl's meaning making and construction of self. Over the
course of this dissertation, seven teenage girls between the ages of 12 and 14 years
offer a glimpse into their private lives as they reflect upon their relationships with
popular culture. Through photo-ethnography, and video documented focus group and
photo elicitation interviews, the girls discuss issues, personal attributes, and meaningful
experiences, and demonstrate how they construct a sense of self amongst the
hegemonic forces of peers, family, and societal values mediated by the media and
popular culture. As | continue to witness the cultural, social and political girl “come
together” through the site of popular culture, the more | realize this site’s value as a
gateway for meaningful, critical, and transformative media-based art education with an
emphasis on self-actualization and social action. Using popular culture to engage girls
in critical, reflective and reflexive dialogue provided me with a working framework to
understand how each constructed her sense of self amongst others. | have discovered
that much like a collage, constructed and juxtaposed piece by piece, everything a girl
values becomes, in essence, layers in her self-portrait, and a mirror to her self. There
are educational and research implications pointing towards reframing my research

methodology for the classroom, adding a fourth step, art-based video documentary
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production, and inviting girls to consider and transform what limits their potential

through meaningful media production.
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1 Layered

Layered like a collage, my past and present cultural consumption and
production practices illustrate my values and sense of self. | have discovered that at
every age, | interweave meaningful narratives when discussing my favorite products
and experiences of them. How | use and attribute meaning to my toys, clothing, music,
books, magazines, movies, TV programming, and celebrity role models is, in part, a
mirror to my self for what | value during particular moments of my life, and an image |
perform for others. It is a collective voice of femininity concerning my connection to and
construction of femaleness. In coming to understand my own relationship with popular
culture, | continue to discover how | construct myself and am constructed by the
discourses | consume and produce around my favorite texts and practices.

As a 1970s child, my femaleness was partly shaped by the toys | played with
and the tremendous pleasure | gained from exploring my creative potential through
them. With Lite Brite™ | experimented with color and composition, Silly Putty™ and
Archie™ comic books were my main tools for print making, and Easy Bake Oven™ and
Lego™ facilitated my sculptural know-how.

| can recall favorite bonding moments where popular culture was central to
these experiences. My brother and | ate Swanson's™ TV dinners while watching Happy
Days and Laverne & Shirley. My father and | assembled puzzles and glued them down
on empty record album covers. With my mother | baked Pillsbury™ raspberry turnovers
and went shopping for toys and clothing. My grandfather and | developed a stamp
collection and often played together with my Fisher Price™ toys. With my grandmother
I built sprawling castles out of playing cards and knit clothing for my dolls. My

girlfriends and | traded Holly Hobbie™ greeting cards and collected Smurfs™, And with



the boys on my block | made sock puppets inspired by Mister Rogers, and every
autumn when the leaves fell we constructed human size bird nests and pretended we
were Big Bird™ from Sesame Street™,

As a 1980s teenage girl, | continued to rely on my relationships with popular
culture as another best friend. Cher and Gloria Steinem were my role models for their
unconventional leadership and girlpower attitude. A “Rebel without a cause” was | term
my mother often called me and so it was no surprise when | adorned my bedroom walls
with a shrine of laminated posters dedicated to James Dean. TV shows like Bewitched
nurtured my imagination with one twitch of the nose. Drooling over Leigh Garrett, Shaun
Cassidy and Andy Gibb in Tiger Beat™ magazine were favorite bonding moments with
best girlfriends. And, when agonizing over heartbreaks, “Like a one winged dove,”
(Fleetwood Mac) music instilled in me the message, “Don’t give up” (Peter Gabriel &
Kate Bush).

As an adult, my relationships with popular culture continue to shape my sense
of self and understanding of others. As a collage of narrated voices, comic strips,
newspaper clippings, artifacts and musical lyrics are foundational to my art based
audio-visual productions. Favorite movies, Harold & Maude (1971), and musicians,
Bono, take me “One step closer” to uncovering my meaning in life. And when in the
classroom, popular culture is my teaching tool.

From a neo-Gramscian perspective, popular culture is a site of negotiation for
the consumption and production of knowledge (Gramsci, 1971; Hall, 1996; 1997;
Storey, 1998; McRobbie, [1991] 1997; 2004; Harris, 2004ab). Messages embedded
within media are powerful ideological forces influencing ways we perceive and

negotiate the world and ourselves, setting standards, expectations, ideals and norms.



Contemporary research findings concerning adolescent girls has linked media’s
influences on the development of self-esteem and accuse media of setting unrealistic
and often unhealthy standards of physical appearance (Bosacki, Innerd & Towson,

1997). Teen magazines have been associated with girls’ pressures concerning their
physical attractiveness to boys, “In an intriguing merger of advertising and editorial
content each ad also features a quote from a different boy about the dress... ‘Keep it
short and | won’t be able to keep my eyes off her’” (Mazarella, 1999, p. 108). And,
sexually based media content (Pipher, 1994), the declining age of puberty, and the lack
of adult women as protective umbrellas (Brumberg, 1998) have been related to female
depression, suicide, eating disorders, drug abuse and unwanted pregnancies.

As a backlash to patriarchal propaganda, women’s relationships with popular
culture have also been celebrated for its reactionary impact that led to the women’s
liberation movement. Susan Douglas (1994) states,

Unlike popular culture featuring boys, the major impact of kitsch for girls was...

reactionary not subversive...girls like me who gorged ourselves on all these pop

culture pastries, evolved from cheerleaders, experts at the Bristol stomp, and

Seventeen magazine junkies to women impatient with our continued second-

class status, committed to equality and change, and determined to hold our

own in a man’s world. (p. 6 &7)

As an implication of second wave feminist politics (the 1960s women’s liberation
movement), popular culture of the early 1990s brought with it a new cultural
representation of females and a new discourse of personal choice, that of Girlpower
(Hopkins, 1999; Driscoll, 1999; 2002; Harris, 1999b; 2001; 2004ab; Baumgardner &

Richards, 2004, Fritzsche, 2004; Griffin, 2004). In short, from its cultural inception to its
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consumer application, the girlpower ideology of the 21st century connotes a girl’s
power to control her identity by inventing and reinventing her feminine self (Hopkins,
1999), largely manifested through her sexuality and physical appearance (McRobbie,
2004; Harris, 2004b).

In an increasingly image-based world where information and female
representation are largely mediated by the media, and a girl’s citizenship is defined by
her purchasing power (Harris, 2004b), visual communication becomes a significant
language for girls to learn, and popular culture, an effective lens to deconstruct cultural
identity construction. My role as an art educator is to adapt my teaching strategies and
pedagogical content to best prepare my female students for their changing world.

The following scholars lay the foundation for this study. John Dewey ([1938]
1997) believed education was about reflecting, asking questions, and engaging with
experience to enlarge experience. Vincent Lanier (1980) believed the central purpose of
an art education was to achieve aesthetic literacy among youth and embraced the
social context of youth’s visual culture. Laura Chapman (1978) taught children how
visual qualities present in all art forms including media are used to express social
values. June Mcfee and Rogena Degge (1977) viewed visual arts as cultural
communication and believed children should learn the role visuality plays in the
everyday life of people. Paul Duncum (1999) states that, “the study of everyday imagery
is important because it is at the level of the everyday that most learning takes place”
(p-299). Kerry Freedman (2003) emphasizes the hegemonic influence of the educational
process and mass mediated images on shaping personal and social identity. Kevin
Tavin (2003) advocates that, “art educators have an urgent and necessary responsibility
to help students develop critical, reflexive, and meaningful approaches to interpreting,

critiquing, and producing images, objects and artifacts from visual culture” (p. 47).



Similarly, David Darts (2004) stresses that educators “have a pedagogical responsibility
to move students beyond uncritical and superficial aesthetic understandings that fail to
recognize the ideological struggles embedded within the everyday visual experience”
(p. 323).

Over the course of this dissertation, seven teenage girls between the ages of 12
and 14 years offer a glimpse into their private lives as they refiect upon their
relationships with popular culture. Through focus groups, photos taken and photo
elicitation interviews, the girls discuss meaningful issues, perspectives and experiences,
and demonstrate how they construct self amongst the hegemonic forces of peers,
family, and societal values mediated by the media and popular culture.

The map of the following chapters is as followed. In chapter two, In The
Footsteps, | address foundational literature on the various definitions and theories of
popular culture, audience reception research studies, and the social conditions that
positioned girls as ideal citizens of the twenty-first century. In chapter three,
S.E.L.V.E.S. (Seeing through girls’ Eyes, Listening to girls’ VoicES), | present the
research methodology and the various interdisciplinary methods | used to elicit the girls’
perspectives regarding their relationships with popular culture and their lived
experience. In chapter four, Lights, Camera...Gossip! | present the girls’ discourses that
emerged from their focus group interviews. In chapter five, A Wardrobe Of Voices, |
present and analyze the girls’ private interviews organized within seven doors (sub-
chapters), one dedicated to each girl. Behind each door is her personal narrative
accompanied by her series of photographs used to elicit her critical reflections. In
chapter six, Mirror To Her Self, | introduce my meta-analysis Sense of Self and explain

the girls’ uses and meaning making practices as a direct implication of what she values



when constructing her self. At the conclusion of this chapter, | address the art

education and future research implications of this project.



In The Foot Steps




2 Inthe Footsteps

This research project is anchored by the work of several cultural and feminist
cultural studies scholars to whom I refer over the course of this chapter. | introduce
various definitions and theories of ideology and popular culture (Marx, [1859] 1963;
Brecht, 1978; Williams, 1983; Hall, 1996; 1997; Althusser, 1998; Storey, 1998; 2003),
and ground my research in the neo-Gramscian theory of popular culture, originating
from the work of Antonio Gramsci (Gramsci, 1971; Storey, 1998; 2003; Strinati, 1995). |
discuss what it means to consume and produce popular culture introducing Stuart
Hall's (1973; 1980) televisual model, Dorothy Hobson’s (1982) research on women’s
soap opera viewing practices, Jackie Stacey’s (1994) research on women’s star
consumption, and Joke Hermes’ (1995) research on meaning making from reading
magazines. Last, | summarize the social conditions that have positioned girls as ideal
citizens of the 21st Century and discuss the ideology of Girlpower as a site of
resistance and incorporation (Baumgardner & Richards, 2004; Eisenhauer, 2004;
Fritzsche, 2004; Griffin, 2004; Harris, 2004ab; McRobbie, [1991] 1997; 2001; 2004; Taft

2004; Hopkins, 1999).

Definitions and Theories

2.01 Definitions of Popular and Culture

An obvious starting point in any attempt to define popular culture is to first look
at some of the definitions of popular and of culture. The term popular is not
complicated to define but nevertheless according to first generation scholar of the

Birmingham Center Raymond Williams (1983), there are four meanings; “well liked by



many”; “inferior kinds of work”; “work deliberately set out to win favor of the people™;
and, “culture made by the people for the people” (p. 87).

According to Williams (1983) there are three broad definitions of culture.
Williams’ first definition, the least referred to within cultural studies, understands culture
as “a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development” (p. 90).
Williams’ second and third definitions of culture, explains culture as “a particular way of
life” as well as “the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity” (p.
90) that shapes particular outlooks and modes of behavior. Synonymous terms are lived
cultures and cultural practices.

Similar to William’s second and third definitions of culture are cultural studies
scholars John Storey (2003) and Stuart Hall’s (1997) definitions of culture. Storey (2003)
defines culture as “how we live nature (including our own biology); it is the shared
meanings we make and encounter in our everyday lives” (p. 3). Hall (1997) defines
culture as shared meanings “between members of a society or group [who] interpret the
world in roughly the same ways and can express themselves, their thoughts and
feelings...in ways, which will be understood by each other” (p. 2).

According to Williams, Storey and Hall, signifying practices and texts are
understood as sites for the production of meaning, and are regarded as the primary
function of culture. Frow and Morris (1996) define texts as commodities, objects and
events that are used within signifying practices, and Hall (1982; 1996) introduces the
term articulation, to express and to connect, to explain how a text is not inherent with
meaning but is rather a site of struggle for the articulation of meaning. Hall explains how
a text is always dependant on its context for the expression and joining together of
meaning. All three cultural studies scholars define culture as a process by which we

make meaning from our use of texts we encounter in our daily lives. From this
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perspective, television, film, music and shopping are all regarded as sites for the
production of culture. William’s second and third definitions along with Storey and
Hall’s are most commonly used when referring to the terrain of popular cuiture.

The female research participants’ definitions of popular culture as meaningful
shared lived experience support Williams’ definition of popular as well liked by many,
and Storey and Hall’s definition of culture as shared meanings through similar ways of

life.

2.02 Definitions of Ideology

Although it is within the discipline of British cultural studies where the study of
popular culture has its academic roots, it is within a political discourse where we come
to learn of popular culture’s economic role in society (McGuigan, 1992). Stuart Hall
(1996) defines discourse as “a group of statements which provide a language for talking
about- i.e. a way of representing- a particular kind of knowledge about a topic” (p. 201).
Before moving on to discuss the various definition of popular culture, | begin by
introducing five definitions of ideology, all inherently political, and having to do with the
way we understand and perceive popular culture’s role in our lives. Although all five
definitions are similar in principle, all having to do with power relations and the
economy, each definition has been developed with a slightly different focus.

The first definition of ideology, the one most commonly used and referred to
within mainstream society, regards ideology as a systematic body of ideas represented
and expressed by a particular group of people. To use only this definition does not

explain the overall function and impact of ideology on society.
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The second definition understands ideology in terms of power relations,

originally associated with Marxist and feminist theories (Storey, 1998; Strinati, 1995),

which looks at class and gender, where wealth and patriarchy rule the masses. From a

Marxist perspective, ideology is understood as a certain masking and distortion of

reality to provide a false consciousness. Commonly associated with a capitalist

ideology, distortions are seen as a way for the powerful to maintain social order over

the masses. In this sense, ideology operates to conceal the domination of the powerful

over the subordinate classes, where neither groups see themselves as the dominator or

the oppressed. It is argued in the tradition of classical Marxism (Marx, [1859] 1963) that,
In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that
are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production
correspond to a definite stage of development of their material powers of
production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the
economic structure of society - the real foundation, on which legal and political
superstructures arise and to which there correspond definite forms of social
consciousness. The mode of production of material life determines the general
character of the social, political and spiritual processes of life. It is not the
consciousness of men that determine their being, but on the contrary, their

social being determines their consciousness. (p. 67-68)

According to Marx the ideological forces of cultural production that form the
base of economic systems have direct effects on the production of culture irrespective
of an individual’s will and consciousness. Culture and consciousness are constructed
through the structures imposed by the ruling class onto the people rather than an

individual’s agency in the creation of one’s culture. Although Marx believed in the
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transformation of society whereby power dynamics would eventually shift from the
ruling class to the people, he saw this a result of the structures, which would
necessitate this change rather than an individual’s consciousness and agency in this
process.

The third definition of ideology, closely related to Marxism, looks at the way
ideological forms such as cultural texts (Brecht, 1978) like the theatre, television, music,
film and magazines present particular ways of seeing the world. Ideology in this sense
is seen as an implied natural way of life. According to Bertolt Brecht, cultural texts are
said to take sides by presenting an image of the world that effects the way we as
audiences interpret and perceive our world.

The fourth definition of ideology developed by French Marxist philosopher Louis
Althusser, (Althusser, 1998; Storey, 1998; Strinati, 1995) is similar to Brecht’s
interpretation of ideology. It looks at material practices as ideological ones that bind us
to social order like seaside vacations and Christmas holidays created to fuel economic
conditions of capitalism, and to preserve inequalities of wealth, status and power.
According to Althusser (1998), “all ideology has the function of constructing concrete
individuals as subjects” (p. 161), and it is the routine of material practices, like going
shopping and watching television that subject people to patterns of thought and modes
of behavior.

The fifth definition of ideology is put forth by semiologist Roland Barthes (1967;
1973) as operating at the level of connotations associated with hidden layers of
meaning such as in media’s programming and advertisements. Barthes explains
ideology as a myth put in place for hegemonic struggle to fix, restrict and reproduce

connotations. Barthes argues, as does Hall (1997), that meanings are not fixed within
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myths, signs or texts such as objects, practices or people but rather are constructed,
contextual, cultural and polysemic, open to multiple meanings.

| employ Althusser, Barthes and Brecht’s interpretation of ideclogy as
ideological forces that operate through texts, at the level of connotations made to
appear natural and universal, when in fact they are constructed to serve the
reproduction of a capitalist system. With respect to girlpower as the dominant ideology
of late modernity, girls are understood as both constructing themselves and are

constructed by the ideological forces of popular culture’s texts and practices.

2.03 Summary of Varying Theories of Popular Culture

The political implications of ideology held in all of the above-mentioned
definitions form the bases for several existing theories of popular culture. Social theory
and cultural studies’ history with popular culture is a history of the way in which these
two terms, popular and culture, have been joined by theorists within particular historical
and social contexts, giving rise to different views regarding popular culture’s role as an
ideological force (Storey, 1998). Rooted in ideological forces, popular culture is a
profound political concept and is a site where the construction of everyday life can be
examined (Turner, 1996). The purpose of investigating how people use the site of
popular culture is beneficial on two levels, first, to understand the practices that govern
social beings, and second, to examine the power relations that constitute this form of
everyday life and the interests its construction serves.

| begin by first highlighting in brief some theories of popular culture to
contextualize the different ways that ideology has been applied to the field of popular

culture. The fundamental differences between the theories of popular culture existing
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today are the ways in which culture is seen as either a divisive or inclusive role between
the classes of people. Largely influenced by Mathew Arnold’s (1882) interpretation of
culture as “the best that has been thought and said in the world,” most of the theories
of popular culture are rooted in Arnold’s elitist idea that culture is divisible into high, low
and folk art in the way that society is divisible into classes.

In line with Arnold’s view is French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984)
argument that culture, synonymous with class and taste, functions as an ideological
force to maintain class distinctions by assuring cultural distinctions. For Bourdieu, the
consumption of culture, “fulfillfs] a social function of legitimating social differences” (p.
5). As long as people strive to elevate their class level through their cultural capital, this
ensures a division of classes and a working capitalist economy.

Although Arnold and Bourdieu’s outlook of culture dominated the second half of
the nineteenth and mid twentieth century, by late 1970s, centrality of class would be
disrupted and replaced by feminists’ insistence on the importance of gender (Bryson,
2003; Storey, 2003). From an Althussian perspective, many Second Wave feminists
during this period saw popular culture texts specifically as key sites that functioned as
ideological forces to propagate patriarchal views of women as domesticated irrational
beings, subordinate to and dependant on men for their class status and overall sense of
security (Bryson, 2003). The study of popular culture became the focus of many
feminists dedicated to fight the patriarchal power bloc in the name of gender equality.
Much of today’s understanding of women’s consumer citizenship is largely due to the
Second wave feminists’ successful initiatives towards the undoing of patriarchy, later
discussed in this chapter (Harris, 2004a; McRobbie, 2004; Baumgardner & Richards,

2004).
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By the 1940s and 1950s, a new theory of popular culture emerged, that of the
mass culture paradigm (Storey, 1998). Successful industrialization, urbanization and
technological advances in mass communication namely film, radio and television
(Weaver, 2005), resulted in what was viewed as the Americanization of culture, “The
destruction of local, non-American cultures and the globalization of American culture as
the only form of culture” (p. 10). What is typically under threat in this paradigm is the
pre-conceived notion of the loss of traditional values and traditional ways of life as a
direct result of the homogenizing influence of American culture. Within this paradigm,
popular culture is defined as mass culture and is regarded as mass production for mass
non-discriminating consumption, “[Culture] is consumed with brain-numbed and brain-
numbing passivity” (Storey, 1998, p. 11). John Fiske (1989) and Simon Frith (1983)
critique the argument by pointing out that if it were true that people consumed in non-
discriminating brain-numbing ways, then all products would succeed in the market
place.

Structuralism (Storey, 1998; Hall, 1997; Saussure, 1974) provides another theory
of popular culture, associated with the mass culture paradigm. A Structuralist
perspective has little regard for human agency and perceives popular culture’s
influence as top down. Structuralists understand popular culture as an ideological
machine that reproduces the dominant ideology where audiences are inclined to
specific reading positions, leaving little room for individual textual contradictions.
Structuralism introduces the idea of human reality as a social construction, constructing
and constructed to think and behave in specific ways. Both the self and the
unconscious are understood as cultural constructs. The critique of structuralism made
by post-structuralism is an opening up of a more critical space where individuals have

agency in their interpretations.
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Stuart Hall's Encoding and Decoding Televisual Communication Model (1973;
1980) addresses a post-structural approach to reading cultural texts as dominant,
negotiated or oppositional due to one’s multidimensional capacity to interpret texts
outside of operating within what Hall refers to as the dominant code. Hall’s model is
discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.

Now that | have noted two opposing and antagonistic views of popular culture,
one which is regarded as structure imposed from above, and the other as agency
arising from below, | introduce another theory of popular culture which unites these two
opposing ones to form a democratic theory grounded in the ideology of a political self,
one that is capable of addressing individual consciousness and transformation despite

the structures put in place to construct humans as subjects (Boggs, 2002).

2.04 Neo-Gramscian Theory of Popular Culture

The theory of popular culture, in which | ground this research, is termed neo-
Gramscian Hegemony and is rooted in the works of Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci
(1891-1937) (Gramsci, 1971). Introduced into British cultural studies during the 1970s,
Gramsci’s work on hegemony, compromised equilibrium, and organic intellectuals, and
his use of words like consciousness, culture, politics and social change brings about a
democratic rethinking of the politics of popular culture (Storey, 2003; Hall, 1996).

Gramsci’s modest roots from rural Sardinia and his close contact with working
class life and politics make him a unique socio-political-cultural figure, differentiating
him from other bourgeoisie Marxists. A recurring theme in Gramsci’s writings is his
democratization of Marxist theory by merging it with praxis, defined as informed

practice. Gramsci’s personal and political life was guided by his belief in the study of
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history, philosophy, and culture coupled with political action to understand the inner
workings of revolutionary action Boggs (2002) writes
What Gramsci had in mind, especially before the collapse of the Bienno Rosso
workers’ rebellion in 1920, was an organic process of social transformation that
could prefigure the new communist society by gradually extending the domain
of egalitarian, non-bureaucratic social authority and social relations into a

mature socialist economic and political system. (p. 60)

Gramsci’s political activity and theoretical writings responded to Marxism’s
assumption that the oppressed would rise up to overthrow their capitalist oppressors
and form a new economic society based on equality. Inspired by his early involvement
with the factory council movement, Gramsci was motivated to understand the
conditions, which could precursor a democratic shift towards socialism. His attention to
“organizational forms, political tactics and strategy, leadership styles, role of theory,
and view of the state” (p. 58) form the basis for his main concepts of ideological
hegemony and organic intellectuals, two theories that have profoundly affected the
entire field of cultural studies.

From 1921 to 1926, Gramsci immersed himself in the struggle against fascism
by organizing and heading the Italian Communist Party (PCI), which later resulted in his
own imprisonment by Mussolini’s regime (Gramsci, 1971). As a result of the failure of
the working class movement, the rise of fascist states, and his imprisonment, Gramsci’s
intellect and passion for democracy continued to flourish into a series of writings
entitled the Prison Notebooks (translated in 1971), which today are recognized as one
of the great contributions to Western Marxism. Anchored in a democratic outlook, the

language of Gramsci’s Notebooks presents an alternative view to authoritarian politics.
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In his writings, Gramsci emphasizes the roles of ideology, culture, consciousness, and
the political self, as fundamental to a transition towards socialism,
To transform the external world, the general system of relations, is to potentiate
oneself and to develop oneself... For this reason one can say that man is
essentially “political” since it is through the activity of transforming and
consciously directing other men that man realized his “humanity” and “human

nature. (p. 360)

Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is understood as,

The granting of concessions to subordinate groups which do not pose a threat
to the overall framework of domination... hegemony is not only ethical-political,
it must also be economic...based on the decisive function exercised by the
leading group in the decisive nucleus of economic activity. (Ransome, 1992,

p.161)

Gramsci understood these concessions between the dominant bourgeoisie
capitalists and the subordinate masses as manifested through popular consensus.
Through moral, intellectual and cultural leadership, the dominant groups assure their
power by incorporating the protests of the masses while ultimately preserving social
order and the dominant ideology (Gramsci, 1971; Ransome, 1992). This is what
Gramsci termed a hegemonic compromised equilibrium. Gramsci saw this relationship
as a dynamic one with the potentiality of the masses to overthrow the elite. Gramsci’s
emphasis on human agency in the construction of a democratic socialist society differs

from that of Marx who emphasized structure as the determining force.
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With advanced capitalism, Gramsci’s work took on added meaning where
“education, mass media, popular culture, and the legal system constituted pervasive
ideological forces in support of the status quo” (Boggs, 2002, p. 62). Gramsci’s theory
of hegemony became a significant contribution to the field of popular culture because
he takes two opposing views, that which views popular culture as structure imposed by
the capitalist industries with the intention of ideological manipulation for profit, and that
which views popular culture as agency spontaneously emerging from the people, and
joins them together to describe a hegemonic compromised equilibrium whereby
through a process of intellectual and moral leadership, dominant groups win the
consent of society’s subordinate groups (Gramsci, 1971; Storey, 1998; 2003).

According to Storey (1998), a neo-Gramscian hegemonic compromised
equilibrium theory can be employed to analyze, explain and explore many conflicts
within and across popular culture, “involving race, gender, region, generation, sexual
preference etc- all are at different moments engaged in forms of cultural struggle
against homogenizing forces of incorporation of the official dominant culture” (p. 14).

Feminist cultural studies scholar Angela McRobbie (1998) argues for a neo-
Gramscian hegemony theory that recognizes the balance between human agency and
social and economic structure,

At its best [neo-Gramscian hegemony theory] insists that there is dialectic

between the processes of production and the activities of consumption. The

consumer always confronts a text or practice in its material existence as a result
of determinate conditions of production. But in the same way, the text or
practice is confronted by a consumer who in effect produces in use the range of
possible meanings- these cannot just be read off from the materiality of the text

or practice, or the means or relations of its production. (p. 226)
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| apply a neo-Gramscian hegemony lens to understand girls’ relationships with

popular culture as a compromised equilibrium —a negotiated relationship.

Consumption and Production: Use and Meaning Making

2.05 Culture As Shared Meanings

Cultural meanings are formed and communicated through language, “To
understand culture is to explore how meaning is produced symbolically through the
signifying practices of languages” (Barker, 2000, p. 66). This research is grounded in
the constructionist view (Saussure, 1974; Barthes, 1967; 1973; Hall, 1973; 1980; 1997)
of language and representation, which recognizes that meanings are open to multiple
interpretations rather than fixed. Meanings emerge through a complex process of
interpretation involving negotiations of all sorts, and are dependant on the language
codes adopted by a particular culture and person doing the interpreting.

Stuart Hall posits that meanings are expressed through what we consume, how
we use things, give them value, and incorporate them into the practices of our daily life,
and it is through language that meanings are produced and circulated.

We give things meaning by how we represent them- the words we use about

them, the stories we tell about them, the images of them we produce, the

emotions we associate with them, the ways we classify and conceptualize them,
the values we place on them---which need to be meaningfully interpreted by

others. (Hall, 1997, p. 3)
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In order to communicate a concept for something we need language, a system
of representation that consists of signs organized into various relationships. However,
signs can only convey meaning if we have codes that translate concepts into language
(Hall, 1997). Although there are dominant codes that we as social beings ascribe to in
order to communicate and share meaning within and across cultures, within every
culture there also exists other language codes made up of shared ways of

communicating emotions, attachments, concepts and ideas.

2.06 Hall’s Televisual Model: Encoding and Decoding as an

Interpretive Framework

Stuart Hall developed his model of televisual communication, Encoding and
Decoding in the Television Discourse (Hall, 1973; 1980) to analyze the circulation of
meaning in television discourses. Hall‘s model recognizes three moments where
meanings circulate: Meaning is first circulated when media professionals decide which
raw social events they will select and encode into meaningful television discourse. At
this point in time, dominant ideologies are at play.

[Media production] is framed throughout by meanings and ideas; knowledge-in-

use concerning the routines of production, historically defined technical skills,

professional ideologies, institutional knowledge, definitions and assumptions
about the audience and so on frame the constitution of the programme through

this production structure. (Hall, 1980, p. 129)

The second level of the circulation of meaning occurs when the raw social event

is actually transformed into the televisual discourse. At this point, the message
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becomes polysemic, open to multiple interpretations, despite the dominant codes of

language.
Since the visual discourse translates a three-dimensional world into two-
dimensional planes, it cannot, of course, be the referent or concept it
signifies...Reality exists outside language, but it is constantly mediated by and
through language; and what we come to know and say has to be produced in
and through discourse. Discursive ‘knowledge’ is the product not of the
transparent representation of the ‘real’ in language but of the articulation of
language on real relations and conditions. Thus there is no intelligible discourse

without the operations of a code. (p. 131)

The third moment where meaning is circulated occurs when the audience
decodes the message, which despite dominant ideologies, a new set of ideologies
becomes present and effects interpretation. If the message is to become meaningful to
the audience it needs to be decoded, that is consumed and appropriated. Once the
meaning is articulated in practice and acted upon it then becomes another raw social
event available to be encoded into another discourse. Hall explains this as a cycle
created through the circulation of discourse, whereby production becomes
consumption to become production again. Culture is foundational to this circuit as
meanings begin in the social realm and ends, to begin once again, in the social.

Fundamental to this cycle of the circulation of meaning is to understand that
media professionals cannot guarantee that audiences will decode the meanings
intended by the producers, which is the area that most iriterests Hall, “More often

broadcasters are concerned that the audience has failed to take the meaning as they-
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the broadcasters- intended. What they really mean to say is that viewers are not
operating within the ‘dominant’ or ‘preferred’ code” (Hall, 1980, p. 135).

Hall established three positions of decoding. The first is termed the dominant-
hegemonic position where the viewer decodes the televisual program in the way that
producers intend. When this occurs, it is said that the viewer is operating inside the
dominant code. The second decoding position is termed the negotiated code or
position, which Hall states is how most people decode,

Decoding within the negotiated version contains a mixture of adaptive and

oppositional elements; it acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic

definitions to make the grand significations, while at a more restricted situational

level, it makes its own ground rules- it operates with exception to the rule. (p.

137)

The third position is termed the oppositional code where viewers decode with an
alternative frame of reference despite their recognition of the dominant code.

David Morley (1980) was the first to test Hall's encoding/decoding model by
employing it in his own research on people’s reading positions of the BBC's television
news program entitled Nationwide. Morley selected 29 groups of people, representing
different social class positions, based on his assumption of their ability to reproduce
different reading positions ranging from dominant readings to oppositional. When
middle-class bankers and working-class apprentices both produced dominant
readings, Morley concluded that decoding was determined by both social class
position and others discourses at work such as ideology and shared socio-cultural

practices, which shape how we think about and view the world. Confirming Hall’s
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model, Morley’s work indicates that readings are always an interaction between the
discourses of the text and the discourses of the reader.

I incorporate Hall’s three reading positions into my analysis framework to
understand how the female research participants are negotiating meaning from popular

culture’s texts and practices.

2.07 Foundational Feminist Audience Reception Research

Studies

During the 1970s a divide occurred in cultural studies having to do with the way
texts and lived cultures were dealt with in research (Storey, 2003). Up until this time,
the production of meaning from cultural texts was understood as solely dependant on
the producers’ intentions. Cultural texts were analyzed from a structuralist perspective
(Saussure, 1974), where textual analysis was the primary research method to locate
the production and reproduction of the dominant ideology of patriarchy and consumer
capitalism (Storey, 2003). Feminist researchers, Laura Mulvey (1975) and Angela
McRobbie (1991; 2000) are renowned for their textual analysis work on film and
women’s magazines, which investigated ways that cultural texts construct feminine
subjectivities in support a dominant patriarchal power bloc.

With the introduction of post-structuralism in cultural studies, the opening up of
a critical space, and television’s increasing popularity, Hall’s televisual model as an
interpretive framework became pivotal to audience reception research (Storey, 2003).
A number of feminist researchers, namely, Dorothy Hobson (1982), Jackie Stacey
(1994) and Joke Hermes (1995), looked at audience reception of television soap

operas (Hobson, 1982), Hollywood films (Stacey, 1994), and women’s magazines
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(Hermes, 1995) to theorize interpretation and meaning making as a fluid and complex
process. Grounded in a Gramscian philosophy, the following three research studies on
audience reception (Hobson, 1982; 1989; 1990; Stacey, 1994; Hermes, 1995)
demonstrate popular culture as a site of struggle where in order to make sense of
one’s own life, women actively engage in an ongoing process of negotiation, weaving
one’s own narratives with that of popular fiction’s. Hobson, Stacey and Hermes inform
my research and | incorporate aspects of each of their findings into this study’s
analysis framework to understand the girls’ meaning making as constructing mirrors to
the self.

Dorothy Hobson’s (1982) Crossroads: The Drama of a Soap Opera is a recount
inspired by a section of her doctoral research on White middle class women'’s television
viewing practices, which has led to specific assumptions concerning the productive
work of female audiences. Hobson’s research methods involved the use of participant
observation and ethnographic interviewing to understand the ways that women
consumed and produced meaning from the British soap opera Crossroads. After
watching the British soap opera with individual women, she conducted a series of
unstructured interviews she termed as relaxed talk to reveal “the important contribution
which viewers make to any television programme, which they watch” (p. 12). Hobson’s
observation of women who watch soap operas while engaged in other domestic
activities has led her to the assumption that one’s level of concentration while viewing
television differentiates one woman’s meaning making from another, “To watch a
programme at meal time with the mother of young children is an entirely different
experience from watching with a seventy-two-year-old widow whose day is largely

structured around television programmes” (p. 111).
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On a train journey back from London, Hobson overheard some women speak
about their children and grandchildren in relation to another soap opera, and remarked
how women repeatedly interweave narratives from soap operas into their conversations
about family members. This experience led Hobson to the assumption that meaning
making is not a one-time occurrence when engaged in a program but rather is an
ongoing process where different contexts bring about new significances.

This train ride experience led Hobson to her second study, Women Audiences
and the Workplace (1990), where she investigates the extent that women integrate
television talk into their working day. Building on women’s domestic television viewing
practices, this research confirmed to Hobson that women use their own lives to make
sense of soap operas as well as the reverse, women use soap operas to deal with the
social issues in their own lives, “[Soap operas] are precisely a way of understanding and
coping with problems which are recognized as ‘shared’ by other women both in the
programme and in ‘real life’”’(1982, p. 131). Hobson states that the programme’s
narrative solutions are irrelevant but rather how the women “work with the text and add
their own experiences and opinions to the stories in the programme” (p. 135) is what
signifies the relevance of soap opera viewing.

Hobson’s research outlines three main findings. The first highlights that women
use their own experiences to measure and judge the events happening in the television
program. The second is the recognition that women use television as a general
discourse to speak about their own lives. Television discourse (TV talk) allows for
women to share with one another the social issues that are relevant in their own lives as
women. The third finding relates to the interweaving of one’s own narrative with the
narrative of the television program to assist in resolving one’s own personal issues

(1982; 1990). Hobson’s feminist research on female audience reception, use and
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meaning makes significant contributions to the development of ethnographic work in
cultural studies, despite her non-academic career as a media consultant which followed
after this research (Brunsdon, 2000).

Similar to Hobson, Stacey’s research on Stargazing: Hollywood Cinema and
Female Spectatorship (1994) focuses on female spectators’ memories of Hollywood
stars in 1940s and 1950s Britain. Her work has two objectives. The first is to contribute
to an emerging body of feminist research on Hollywood stars, and the second is to
analyze the relationship between females and their favorite stars to gain an
understanding of women’s reading positions and feminine identities inspired by these
relationships.

Stacey’s (1994; 1995) feminist analysis of cinema spectatorship began with an
historical study of female cinema spectators from archived reports on cinema-going in
Britain between 1939 and 1945, and letters concerning film stars written to movie
magazine Picturegoer between the periods of 1940 and 1955. It is through her review of
the letters that Stacey sought out a more qualitative approach to her research. After
reading the women’s letters to Picturegoer, Stacey realized their limitations as most
were structured and edited around the magazine’s specific intentions. She then made a
call for female research participants by sending her own letter to four leading British
magazines with a readership of women over the age of fifty. The letter stated,

Were you a keen cinema-goer in the 1940s and 1950s? Who was your favorite

film star and for what reason? | am doing research at Birmingham University into

cinema audiences during this period and would like to hear from any readers
who were fans of Hollywood stars such as Bette Davis, Katherine Hepburn...or

any other favorites. Please write to me care of this magazine for a more detailed
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questionnaire, or simply write to me about the stars you liked or disliked. (1994,

p. 243)

Two of the four magazines agreed to publish her letter and out of 350
respondents, 238 White British women of working-class background, mostly over the
age of 60, completed her questionnaire. Stacey’s questionnaire consisted of a
combination of multiple-choice questions concerning movie-going practices, and open-
ended questions on star consumption such as, “| want to find out which film stars you
liked in particular, and what you liked about them...Hollywood stars...are the main
focus of my research” (p. 246).

Stacey’s research generated three discourses concerning women’s uses and
meaning making of Hollywood’s glamorous female celebrities and the movie going
experience. The first discourse is of escapism where Stacey borrows Richard Dyer’s
(1981) entertainment’s utopian sensibility to explain the relationship between peoples’
daily social problems, where solutions get played out through popular entertainment
texts. The women’s recollections of British life during the 1940s and 1950s spoke of
food, fuel and clothing shortages as stark contrasts to the luxurious environment of the
cinema, “associated as it was with luxury and glamour, in contrast to British drabness
at this time, Hollywood was remembered as offering an escape to a materially better
world” (p. 97).

The second discourse, identification, Stacey explains the role of celebrities as
generators of fantasies involving power, control and self-confidence. Her respondents
described the fantasy of identifying with their favorite star as offering the possibility of
something better, “Similarity between self and star is combined with the memory of a

pleasure in a more successful femininity: ‘more charm and ability’”(p. 126).
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Stacey locates the third discourse, consumption within a Gramscian perspective
“in which consumption is a site of negotiated meanings, of resistance and of
appropriation as well as subjection and exploitation” (p. 187). The women’s fascination
with American femininity and the consumer products associated with that ideal came
about during a time when British femininity was regarded as restrictive. In almost all of
the respondents’ accounts of favorite Hollywood stars, the women remembered
copying their idols’ in relation to their clothing, shoes and hairstyles, which “meant
frequent conflicts or power struggles with authority figures such as parents” (p. 204).
The women used Hollywood stars and the cultural commodities to transform their self-
image, which was regérded as “rebellion against the codes of respectable femininity in
Britain” (p. 204).

Jackie Stacey (1994: 1995) was interested in locating the female spectator of
Hollywood films as an agent of meaning making rather than a cultural dupe (Adorno,
1950) to the dominant ideology of consumer capitalism and the male gaze (Mulvey,
1975). Mulvey’s use of the term male gaze refers to how women are positioned through
the patriarchal power bloc as the object of male desire and a signifier of the threat of
castration. Contrary to Mulvey’s view, Stacey’s work challenges the notion of women as
passive consumers of the male gaze and instead focuses her attention on women’s
agency as active consumers and producers of popular culture. Stacey’s research
makes a valuable contribution to feminist research on audience reception insofar that
the women not only demonstrate their reposition as active negotiators between
Hollywood cinema’s dominant meanings and Britain’s restrictive norms but that most of
their interpretations are in fact oppositional to the dominant ideology of British women’s

culture.
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Joke Hermes’ Reading Women’s Magazines (1995) is an ethnographic account
of, “how women’s magazines become meaningful for readers in the context of their
everyday lives” (p. 176). Hermes’ research is divided into three stages, the first being
experimental involving various research forms and pilot interviews. The second stage
presents the bulk of Hermes’ data collection methods consisting of eighty interviews
with women and men coupled with participant observation. The third stage
demonstrates Hermes’ analytical framework and analysis.

Stage One was initially disappointing for Hermes as most of her participants’
responses did not consider their reading practices as having any meaningful
significance. This discovery prompted Hermes to recognize the “fallacy of
meaningfulness” (p. 16), which she explained was the wider notion adopted by media
and cultural studies at that time, whereby meaning making was regarded as a practice
solely dependant on producers as encoders of meaning rather than audiences as
decoders of meanings. The assumption that people interpret the same meanings, which
are intentionally encoded by producers of popular culture, led Hermes to argue for a
critical perspective, “To understand and theorize everyday media use a more
sophisticated view of meaning production is required than one that does not recognize
different levels of psychological investment or emotional commitment and reflection” (p.
16).

Stage Two, the actual research, required Hermes to seek out many more
additional participants and to alter her interview questions replacing them with a more
informal and conversational approach. She discovered that to be listened to and
respected is of greater importance to her research participants and the integrity of the

research, than to have them answer specific questions. At times Hermes used television
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talk, referring to popular television programming and celebrities, to help motivate and
instigate the direction of conversation.

In Stage Three, Hermes introduces her analysis and the interpretive repertoire
framework she borrowed from social psychologists Johnathan Potter and Margaret
Wetherall (1987). Potter and Wetherall define interpretive repertoire as “recurrently used
systems of terms used for characterizing and evaluating actions, events and other
phenomena” (p. 149). Hermes used the recurrent themes from her interviews to design
what she terms as repertoires, “Repertoires are the cultural resources that speakers fall
back on and refer to. Which repertoires are used depends on the cultural capital of an
individual reader” (p. 8). Following a constructivist approach to language, Hermes’ work
is premised on the notion that meanings are not inherently fixed within texts but rather
“the various repertoires readers use make texts meaningful” (p.40).

Hermes’ four repertoires are explained as followed. The first, easily put down
refers to the ways in which people accommodate magazines into their daily life
routines. The second, relaxation refers to peoples’ solitude habits. The third, practical
knowledge refers to the practical tips people gain from reading magazines, which can
also be used to fantasize about an “ideal self...a person in control” (p. 39). The fourth,
emotional learning and connected knowing, refers to the ways in which a person can
learn about oneself through the stories and images one reads about others.

All three women’s research on audience reception, Hobson, Stacey and
Hermes, indicate that women are actively negotiating their relationships with popular
culture texts thus demonstrating that as consumers of popular culture, they too are
producers of meaning actively incorporating certain aspects that resonate with them
while resisting or simply negating others. Although the foci of these three women’s

works are not on discovering to what extent the research participants were aware of
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popular culture texts as ideological forces, the women’s uses and meaning making

value does justify their relationships as self-defining and empowering.

Girls As Ideal Citizens of the 21st Century

Since the early 1990s young womanhood has become central to the debates of
Western society concerning girls as.the symbol for cultural and economic change,
“Popular culture, public policy, academic inquiry, and the private sector are now
interested in young women in ways that are quite unprecedented” (Harris, 2004a, p. 13).
Harris uses the term young womanhood interchangeably with girlhood to discuss the
cultural phenomenon, which positions young women as ideal future citizens.

Central to the debates of the contemporary socio-political conditions of girls,
are the discourse of girlpower, and the implications of second wave feminist politics on
the cultural phenomenon of girlpower. In Future Girl (2004a) and All About the Girl
(2004b), Anita Harris with other feminist scholars namely, Angela McRobbie (1991;
1997; 2001; 2004), Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards (2004), Christine Griffin
(1993; 2001; 2004), and Bettina Fritzsche (2004), whose works | refer to in this review of
the literature, each contribute accounts which help to inform the reader of how
girlpower evolved into the dominant ideology of late modernity, which recognizes the
cultural representation of girls as a “sexy, brash, and individualized expression of
ambition, power and success neatly captured...in the image of Britney Spears” (Harris,
2004a, p. 17).

Girlpower, which | will use interchangeably with Can-Do-Girls -a term borrowed
from the title of a U.K. sponsored Body Shop research report on girls-, positions girls as

sassy, independent, self-inventing, ambitious, goal-oriented, successful and
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empowered (Harris, 2004a; Hopkins, 1999). Girlpower has been associated with girls
developing individualized personal qualities and expressions of strength through
athleticism (witnessed in the 1999 Women’s World Cup soccer tournament), consumer
citizenship, career ambition, physical appearance, sexuality, and social and political
activism (Taft, 2004). Although often critiqued for its racialized discourse on the
constitution of girlhood (Griffin, 2004), girlpower is marketed as an all-inclusive ideology
to represent girls of all races and nationalities as potential can-do-girls.

The flip side of the girlpower discourse is that of girls-at-risk, also heavily
marketed in today’s consumer society. Although traditionally associated with particular
minority groups, namely African American and Indigenous girls (Griffin, 1993;

Carrington, 1993), the girls-at-risk discourse today is far more inclusive, and positions
girls of all cultural, economic and class-based backgrounds as at-risk for delinquent,
nihilist and antisocial behavior. At-risk girls are said to “lack a sense of power or
opportunity, [engage in] inappropriate consumption behaviors... of drugs or alcohol....
[And] are also more likely to become pregnant at a young age” (Harris, 2004a, p. 14).
Harris states that young women today are primarily constructed and many construct
themselves through these discourses.

In both of these images, young women’s fortunes are linked to the particular

historical circumstances of their generation. That is, in both cases it is the

feature of current times that render young womanhood a site of either new
possibilities or problems that fill young women with confidence and optimism,

or, conversely, leave them alienated and self-destructive. (p. 14)

Before | delve into the phenomenon of girlpower, and how it became the

dominant ideology of late modernity (Harris, 2004ab), there are a series of historical
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moments | will first highlight, which have given rise to the current state of girlhood.
Globalization, a changing youth labor market, and successful second wave feminist
initiatives are pivotal moments that explain the repositioning of girls, over boys, as ideal
future citizens.

In modern times, with the successful emergence of industrial capitalism, youth
were of great interest in terms of their economical and cultural currencies. Male youth,
specifically, were the economic symbols that would secure the successful operation of
a capitalist society. Their labor has always been used and relied upon to maintain class
relations. For middle class youth, modern education was designed to reproduce the
dominant economic ideology, that of capitalism, by ascertaining the reprodlction of the
ideal modern citizen, people who can take authority and climb their way up in a
systematic order. Those who climbed the corporate ladder became managers, CEOs
and owners of their own companies eventually creating a competing market force, while
those who could not afford an education, largely working class youth, were positioned
as factory workers in large manufacturing plants.

During modern times, young women were invested in differently than boys,
although still largely class related. Girls were used as cultural symbols in several ways.
For a middie-class White girl, the construction of young femininity and her transition to
normative adult womanhood (Aapola, 1997; Harris, 1999a; 2004a) was centered on
“growing up ‘right’...in order for particular forms of gender relations to be maintained”
(Harris, 2004a, p. 15). Women as a gender were raised to get married, ascertain their
social ‘class status through their husbands, and carry out domestic activities while the
male ensured the family structure’s economic stability (Hobson, 1982). Whereas within
the girls-at-risk discourse, girls of minority groups traditionally associated with African

American and Indigenous girls were constructed as problems for society, as a result of
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their association with high sexual activity and young motherhood (Griffin, 1993;
Carrington, 1993).

Marking the transition from modern times to late modernity is the emergence of
deindustrialization. Technological advancements, globalization of markets and
production, and successful feminist initiatives brought about a changing economy,
changing gender roles and a new dominant ideology, “Young women... have replaced
youth as a metaphor for social change...[and] are now recognized as one of the stakes
upon which the future depends (McRobbie, 1991; 2000, p. 200-201).

Alongside this changing economy, the decentralization of power from state to
individual was another factor, which positioned girls at the forefront of social change.
The collapse of a full-time youth job market combined with a rollback of state welfare,
influenced youth to stay in school longer and to train for flexible employment and
business opportunities. In short, the reform of girl educational and employment policies,
the successful publicly and privately funded workforce campaigns like Take Our
Daughter to Work Day, and girls’ success rates as students and employers, led to the
creation of a new kind of girl, the Can-Do-Girl (Harris, 2004a). Referring to McRobbie’s
(2001) new meritocracy, opportunity based on ability, Harris states,

With the stripping away of gender-based barriers to participation in education

and the labor market and the development of a more open, meritocratic system,

young women are perceived to have risen quickly to the top in terms of
educational attainment, aspirations, and job prospects. The signs of their
success are glamorous careers and luxurious consumer lifestyles, financial
independence, and high standards of physical beauty and grooming. (Harris,

2004, p. 18)
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2.08 Girlpower: A Site of Resistance and Incorporation

The 1990s also marked the time when popular feminism found its way into
different forms of media, both underground and mainstream. Regarding the cultural
representation of females throughout popular culture, the early1990s brought with it a
new discourse of personal choice, that of Girlpower (Harris, 1999b; 2001; 2004a;
2004b; Griffin, 2004; Frietzche, 2004; Baumgardner & Richards, 2004; Driscoll, 1999;
2002; Hopkins, 1999), which was first initiated by the social, political and cultural
ideology of the underground Grrripower movement, that of Riot Grrr.

Founded in 1991, Grrrlpower’s Riot Grrrl (grrr communicating anger), and its
association with alternative music scenes, began as an underground feminist
movement advocating for the improvement of girls’ lives (Harris, 1999b; 2001).
Borrowing from punk culture’s DIY (do-it-yourself) philosophy, Riot Grrrls’ discourse of
personal choice emphasizes a focus on the self, the power of the individual as a
political agent, and her responsibility to social change. The motto was, “You have to
change yourself in order to change the world” (Hanna, Riot Grrrl Manifesto, 1991).
Music, zines, posters, poetry and the body are used as communication tools to resist
traditionally narrow ways of viewing feminine identities. Public displays of nudity during
concert performances by female punk bands like the Bikini Kill, and self-adornment
rituals through use of clothing, makeup, piercing, tattoos, are used as tools of
resistance to celebrate alternative femininities. Sexual, cultural and political diversity are
encouraged within this movement.

Influenced by the Riot Grrrl ideology and standing on a similar platform, that of
the liberalization of personal choice, the production of the all-female Spice Girls band

represents femininity in a different image while still using the voice of music (Frietzche,
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2004). The five outspoken Spice Girls represent a powerful image of girls who dress
how they want, say what they want and have what they want. The Spice Girls were the
first mainstream all-girl musical group to endorse playfulness within female friendships
as holding greater value over intimate relationships with boys (Harris, 2004a). The Spice
Girls phenomenon represents girlpower as the celebration of “an all female world of fun,
sassiness, and dressing up to please the self” (Griffin, 2004, p. 33).

In short, the girlpower ideology, from its cultural inception to its consumer
application, characterizes girls as “independent, successful and self-inventing” (Harris,
2004a, p. 14), and connotes a girl’s power to control her own identity by inventing and
reinventing her feminine self/selves (Hopkins, 1999). It encourages a girl to take back
her individual rights as a desiring sexual female and to celebrate femininity as an
individual choice, the way she defines it for herself. As a social, cultural and poilitical
ideology, both grrripower and girlpower initiatives support women and girls as
reclaiming and having agency over their subjective and objective selves. Irony in re-
appropriation of makeup, clothing, and body adornment, is a way for a girl to
experiment with and strengthen.her identity while also turning upside down the
patriarchal implication of the male gaze by implying a newfound ownership over her
femininity (Baumgardner & Richards, 2004).

Feminist writers Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards (2004) give credit to
the second wave feminist movement from the 1960s and 1970s who fought for women
not to be lured by feminine trappings, and as a result, “did a very good job of ensuring
that females of all ages could be valued in society for more than our sexual appeal” (p.
61). Referring to themselves as girlies, Baumgardner and Richards discuss girlie
girlpower as women who celebrate their feminine selves by embracing “the tabooed

symbols of women’s feminine enculterations- Barbie dolls, makeup, fashion magazines,
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[and] high heels” (p. 60). From this perspective, female desires are not broken nor are
they a result of being duped by patriarchy’s male gaze but rather, Baumgardner and
Richards explain girlies as women or girls who celebrate their decorated selves without
all the loaded issues attached to feminine objects and lifestyles, “What we love of girls
was good and because of feminism, we know how to make girls stuff work for us” (p.
60).

Baumgardner and Richards regard second wave feminist initiatives as laying the
necessary groundwork for contemporary young girls to feel an empowerment of self
that previous generations of women were not as privy to. Declaring their own
celebration for how females use and make meaning of their “pink-packaged femininity”
(p. 61), Baumgardner and Richards emphasize that embracing and wearing pink things
can be a confident gesture, one which is in fact resistant of the previous ideology held
by the patriarchal power bloc and fought by second wave feminists, the association of
pink with the feminine fragile victim, “Young women are emphasizing our real personal
lives in contrast to what some feminist foremothers anticipated their lives would- or
should- be: that the way to equality was to reject Barbie and all forms of pink-packaged
femininity” (p. 61).

Logically, advertisers benefited “from this new glamour-worker mode of
feminine subjectivity, bound up... with products, accessories, self-presentation, and
lifestyle” (Harris, 2004a, p. 19). Central to their marketing strategies was their
capitalization on the fiery generational debate concerning young women's relationship
to feminism and the feminist critique of the sexualization of girls (McRobbie, 2004).
Baumgardner and Richards (2004) introduce the term hegemommy to refer to the
internal hegemonic struggle within feminist initiatives concerning feminism and

femininity.
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McRobbie ([1991] 1997) was one of the first feminist cultural scholars to identify
these changes in women and girls’ magazines and refers to them as new sexualities as
“images and text, which break discursively with the conventions of feminine behavior
by representing girls as crudely lustful, desiring young women” (p. 196). In Notes on
Post-Feminism and Popular Culture (2004), McRobbie highlights the 1990s as marking
the shift in the ways that women began to be culturally represented within various forms
of popular texts. She discusses the 1990s in relation to the introduction of “self-
consciously sexist ads” (p. 8), which featured well-known successful female
supermodels in sexually alluring poses. A Wonderbra billboard ad throughout the main
streets of Britain, of supermodel Eva Herzigova staring down at her cleavage, and a TV
commercial ad of supermodel Claudia Schiffer undressing in front the camera, were the
first of many advertisements to receive controversial public attention largely related to
the feminist critique.

McRobbie posits that media’s cultural representation of career ambitious
women who desire sex but still want a husband is also characteristic of post-feminism
(contemporary girlhood). She argues that such forms of women’s representation are the
direct results of successful feminist initiatives centered on the female’s ownership of
both her objective and subjective selves,

From Bridget Jones to the girls in Sex and the City...and those found in girls’

and women’s magazines...They are confident enough to declare their anxieties

about possible failure in regard to finding a husband; they avoid any aggressive
or overtly traditional men; and they brazenly enjoy their sexuality, without fear

of the sexual double standard. (p. 12)
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McRobbie explains this phenomenon as the undoing of feminism, but that this
undoing could not have occurred without the successful initiatives accomplished by
second wave feminists. She suggests that post-feminism be explored through what she
terms as a double entanglement, “That is, the co-existence of neo-conservative values
in relation to gender, sexuality and family life...with processes of liberalization in regard
to choice and diversity in domestic, sexual and kinship” (p. 4). Operating from a neo-
Gramscian perspective, McRobbie’s double entanglement refers to popular culture as
sites of struggle where girls actively negotiate between the competing values of feminist
liberalization and, the neo-conservative values of the Bush campaign. Witnesses “to a
hyperculture of commercial sexuality” (p. 9), McRobbie’s double entanglement
recognizes how contemporary young female viewers operate within a Gramscian
perspective, always aware of the irony, appreciate the oppositional readings embedded
within advertisements, and ultimately, “get the joke.” McRobbie states,

Young women have license now to be badly behaved...while at the same time

they also re-inhabit tradition... by rediscovering with delight, rituals and customs

which feminism has dispensed... lavish white weddings, and the adoption of the
male surname on marriage. But what marks out all of these cultural practices is
the boldness of the activity, and the strong sense of female consent and
participation, the idea that these are all personal choices. This would suggest
that young women have learned some lessons from feminism...sexual openness

and the entitlement to female pleasure. (p. 9)

Towards the turn of the millennium, younger girls, the tweenies phenomenon,
ages 8 to 14 years, began to appear in more ads while simultaneously gaining

purchasing power within the family dynamic (Harris; 2004b). Derived from the newfound
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power implied in the girl, girlpower today signifies that girls can have or buy anything
they want. Young girls’ awareness of their newfound consumer citizenship through
media’s repetitive messages has been adopted into the dominant ideology of the
twenty-first century.

In this chapter | have only touched upon some of the aspects of the Girlpower
discourse, however it is much more varied to include a range of academic inquiry into
this phenomenon (Taft, 2004). In brief, girlpower has also been critiqued as a discourse
that excludes girls’ political selves. Moreovef, it has been attacked for “having nothing
to do with changing power relationships” (p. 71), for “dismissing the need for feminist
action” (p. 72), for “having achieved gender equality, without ever noting the way that
this is tied to racial, sexual and class politics” (p. 72), and for “presenting a world with
no need for social change” (p. 73), thus discouraging girls from engaging in challenges,
which seek to find solutions to these inequalities.

Despite these competing and antagonistic discourses, | conclude this review of
the literature by stating that by putting a face on popular culture and accompanying it
with personal life stories of media’s favorite female celebrities like Jane Fonda,
Madonna, Oprah Winfrey, Angelina Jolie, Alicia Keys, Christina Aguilera, or Mary Kate
Olsen is one way to recognize that we as the people position these celebrities as
organic intellectuals, to represent and communicate aspects of our own public and
private selves. Similarly, as Hobson (1982) remarks in her own research on British
women’s relationships with soap operas, Stacey (1994) in her research on British
women’s relationships with Hollywood film stars, and Hermes (1995) in her research of
women’s meaningful connections with magazine content, relating to our favorite
celebrities by interweaving our own personal issues with theirs permits us to experience

an emotional connection, which in turn can result in a sense of power that we are not
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alone in our daily life challenges. Understanding our own patterns of incorporation and
resistance of the dominant ideology propagated through the ideological forces of
popular culture texts provides a lens from which to view and understand our own
diverse living practices as compromised equilibriums.

This review of the literature provides a rationale for the following four chapters,
the methodology, the focus group interview data, the photo elicitation interview data

and the meta-analysis.
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3 S.E.L.V.E.S. Seeing Through Girls’ Eyes Listening To Girls’ VoicES

The Research Framework

In the following pages | discuss the interpretive research framework that |
designed and implemented to access the diversified voices of seven young girls
between the ages of 12 and 14 years. | have chosen the word ‘voices’ because | want
to “remind us of the individuality that lies beneath the surface” that at times pushes us
as researchers and teachers “to work to ‘sameness’ rather than to respond to
difference” (Rudduck, 1993, p. 8).

| designed my qualitative interpretive research methodology to answer the

following three questions:

. How do girls, ages 12 to 14 years, define popular culture?
. How do girls interpret, negotiate, use and make meaning from popular culture?
. What is discovered about girls through their relationships with popular culture?

The objectives of this research were two-fold: First, to understand how the girls
used, interpreted, negotiated and made meaning from their relationships with popular
culture. Second, to use these findings to design a pedagogical model to use popular
culture for art education praxis.

As “art education draws on several other fields and involves research questions
relating to several social science disciplines” (Freedman, 2004a, p. 187), | comprised an
interdisciplinary interpretive research framework to understand girls’ meaning making
practices and construction of self. | borrowed qualitative and interpretive research

methods from Marketing Studies (Morgan, 2002; 1996), Cultural Studies (Collier &
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Collier, 1986), Feminist Cultural Studies (Hobson, 1982; Stacey, 1994; Hermes, 1995),
and Art Education Studies (Freedman, 2004a).

Since the female research participants were minors, | designed a research
model that sought “approaches that are less invasive or intrusive and more
collaborative from the very beginning” (Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2002, p. 31). | used the
focus group interview to collectively elicit the girls’ reflective, critical and dialogical
inquiry (Morgan, 2002; 1996; Friere, 1970). | borrowed from feminist audience reception
research studies my style of questioning to elicit the girls’ interpretations of Hollywood
driven media (Hobson, 1980; Stacey, 1994; Hermes, 1995). | encouraged a photo-
ethnography assignment to assist the girls to frame their lived experiences and
establish a visual inventory of them (Pini, 2001; Harper, 2000; Collier & Collier, 1986).
And, | incorporated the private photo elicitation interview for the girls’ to elicit their
personal narratives through their use of photographs (Collier & Collier, 1986; Harper,

2000, 1998).

3.01 The Data Collection Methods

Vb\)ha’i" 15 Popolar Col-tre?

The Focus Group Interview (FGI)

| began with the focus group interview to assist the girls’ understanding of their

involvement throughout the research process. Associated with the field of marketing

46



since the 1950s, the focus group interview has been used as “a research technique that
collects data through group interaction on a topic determined by the researcher”
(Morgan, 1996, p. 130). Since the 1980s, the social sciences adopted the focus group
interview as a reliable scholarly research method (Morgan, 2002). Embraced for its
flexibility researchers take either a structured approach, using pre-determined
questions for interviewing, or a semi-structured one, developing questions as topics
arise. The role of the researcher in the focus group interview is to act as moderator
facilitating ongoing dialogue between the participants while keeping discussions on

topic.

The Photo-Ethnography Assignment (PEA)

| borrow from visual anthropology (Collier & Collier, 1986) the research method
entitled photo-ethnography. In the context of research, photos are used to
communicate ideas between the researcher and the participant through the images
they photograph and the stories they tell about them. For researchers interested in
understanding particular cultures, photos are documentations and representations of
culture -people’s consumption and production practices.

Photographs in the research process are also effective ways to balance power
relations between the researcher and his or her participants, which enable them to form
collaborative bonds in communicating ways of knowing and being.

Giving over the means of representation to research subjects themselves...[is] a

way of somehow "empowering"... young women; enabling them to frame their

own lives, tell their own stories, represent their own situation, [and] offer their

own understandings...of femininity. (Pini, 2001, paragraph 5 & 6)
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As a researcher who is also an art educator, | enjoyed utilizing a visual
production method to facilitate the girls’ voices and to see through their eyes how they
framed their lives.

In this research, the photos have three uses (Harper, 2000). First, the photos are
used to assist the girls in articulating intimate dimensions of their social world, depicting
relationships with them selves and others. Second, the photos are visual inventories of
texts and practices significant in their lives. Third, the narratives inspired by their photos

represent their use and meaning making of popular culture.

The Photo Elicitation Interview (PEI)

I chose the photo elicitation interview method, also developed within the
tradition of visual anthropology, to integrate the girls’ photographs into the interviewing
process. | believed this would facilitate their personal narratives and communication of
ideas (Collier & Collier, 1986; Harper, 2000, 1998; Ibanez, 2004). This method inspired
the girls to create their own narratives by piecing together their memories,
interpretations and perspectives. | prompted them with questions like “Why did you
take this photo?” and “Why is this important to you?” to clarify how they used,
interpreted, negotiated and made meaning from their engagements with popular

culture.
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Using a semi-structured interview process such as this method was also
effective in that it helped us to structure the girls’ narratives. Although there are
advantages to structured interviews, in this case where the participants were female
minors, | was concerned that a structured interview may have been perceived as
hierarchical and could possibly further place the power into my hands. It was important
that the girls associated their knowledge and their production of it as power in and of
itself, “Power and knowledge directly imply one another... there is no power relation
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that
does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (Foucault, 1977,
p. 27). By the girls recognizing their power in their knowledge, this would also assist to
ensure the reliability and validity of the data.

Last, to facilitate my analysis as all encompassing, | incorporated the video
camera into the interviews to record their being and discourses. Reviewing the video

footage as data helped me to see each girl as an individual and not simply an opinion.

3.02 Combining Interviewing Techniques

Combining research methods is an effective means for uncovering social

phenomena related to adolescence,
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One clear reason for interviewing youthful respondents is to allow them to give
voice to their own interpretations and thoughts rather than rely solely on our
adult interpretation of their lives...It is important that we find out how they are
interpreting the messages they receive through books, television, movies, and

magazines. (Eder & Fingerson, 2002, p.181)

Combining image based inquiry with several interviewing methods to elicit seven
young teenage girls’ perspectives allowed me to gain insight into particular areas of
their lives. All three methods -the introductory focus group interview, photo-
ethnography, and the photo elicitation interview- exposed me to an array of information,
and assisted me “to obtain more valid responses...[which] strengthen the analysis of
[the] interview data” (p. 188.) Group interviews exposed me to information influenced by
the group dynamics, and, the private interviews facilitated the girls’ individual
perspectives, which at times were overlooked within the group dynamic.

Gergen et al. (1999) state that a key element in eliciting diversified perspectives
is from researchers forming collaborative and individual bonds with their participants.
Combining interviewing techniques allowed me to accomplish this. As the moderator of
the focus group interview -and passionate about the topic- | frequently interjected and
probed the girls to further explain themselves in relation to various topics. Within their
private interviews where they used their photos to elicit various issues, | took on a
similar role. At times, | probed them to clarify their perspectives and asked them to
further explain themselves. Often, | found myself engaged in conversation and agreeing
with them on various topics. Their verbal and visual discourses inspired by and

represented in their photos serve as the bulk of this research data.
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3.03 Ethical Concerns: Conducting Research With Female

Minors

There are several ethical concerns when conducting research with teenage girls,
and more specifically when it involves their relationships with popular culture. The
following points, which | build upon, must be taken into consideration:

* Relationship between the female researcher and the female youthful

participant

* Gaining entry into youths’ lives

» Validity of youths’ voices

* Compromising the social status of the person when she herself becomes the

researcher

Oakley (1994) states that ethical concerns related to the adult researcher when
engaged with children as participants or co-researchers, should be no different than
when researchers work with adults. According to her,

The consensus that emerges from studies exploring children's perspectives is

that the major issues of the researcher-researched relationship are essentially

the same with children as they are with aduits. These issues include the need to
be aware of and respect the imbalanced power relations of the researcher vis-a-
vis the researched, the importance of distinguishing “private” from “public”

accounts, and the need to handle controversial topics with sensitivity. (p. 26)

Mitchell and Reid-Walsh (2002), however, caution that there are several

constraints when engaging children as “co-participants, co-researchers, or as experts
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in their own right...in research related to popular culture” (p. 25). They state that social
and ethical concerns range from; the female researcher accrediting the role as "the
savior;" gaining access to children's culture; compromising the social status of the child
when asking her to comment on what's cool; the validity of the child's voice; and the
political implications when conducting research on popular culture.
They cite McRobbie (1991) who addresses the role of the female researcher
perceived by her female participants as the “savior.” She states,
Sociology does not prepare us for the humility of powerless women, for their
often totally deferential attitude toward the researcher. “Why are you interested
in me...?” Or else the surprise on the part of girls that any adult could be really
interested in what they had to say... Almost all feminist researchers have
reported this sense of flattery on the part of women subjects, as though so
rarely in their lives have they ever been singled out for attention by anybody.

(Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2002, p. 30 on McRobbie, 1991, p. 77)

Mitchell & Reid-Walsh are also concerned with the ethical issues related to
“gaining entry” into the private lives of children. They highlight specific procedures in
place such as ethical committees and the Board of Ethics that require that researchers
to submit in written format their planned procedures taken to minimize risks and danger
regarding their youthful participants.

They also cite Buckingham (1993) who suggests that it is important that
researchers make children aware that they are not there to “trash their interests” and to
their parents or adult gatekeepers -people who are "lpoked to for guidance when
decisions about whether or not to support an effort is made" (Seidman, 1998, p. 38)-

that we are not there to corrupt or pollute their children.
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They also raise concerns related to the validity of children’s voices and
sentimentalizing them. Children’s voices are either accorded a greater value of truth
because they are children or they are revered as cultural dupes. Fiske (1987), however,
posits that people’s meaning making practices have somewhat transcended this
argument that children are cultural dupes in that they have taken into consideration that
every person, despite their age, makes his or her own meaning from their consumption
and production of popular culture, “despite the power of ideology to reproduce itself in
its subjects, despite the hegemonic force of the dominant classes, the people still
manage to make their own meanings and to construct their own culture within, and
often against that which the industry provides for them” (p. 286).

Last, as “access to material goods —including popular culture artifacts- is often a
reason or an excuse for children to exclude one another from a social group” (Mitchell &
Reid-Walsh, 2002, p. 32), there are the social concerns related to bullying and peer
rejection when researchers seek children as co-researchers or participants and ask
them -often in the company of their peers- to comment on what is popular and cool.

Being the first time that | conducted research with minors, | wanted to take
special precautions to minimize the risks and dangers involved with conducting my
research with teenage girls. One way that | did was that | designed the research to
occur within a manageable time frame, four months. This allowed us enough time to
uncover how the girls used, negotiated and made meaning from popular culture but
protected us from engaging too deeply in researching and potentially uncovering
sensitive topics. This also helped me to avoid becoming the “savior” in their eyes since
I wasn’t “saving” them from anything. Although | did take further precautions by
conducting the second stage of interviews in private-inspired by the girls personal

photographs-, this did not prevent a couple of the girls from overhearing their peer’s
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responses and making fun of her to me behind her back. Despite this one incident,
however, all went smoothly, the girls had fun, and | obtained all necessary answers

pertaining to my research questions.

3.04 Reciprocity

Reciprocity is an ethical consideration regarding research with human beings.
Reciprocity is important because it demonstrates that researchers recognize the
contributions of their participants in building knowledge. Reciprocity can come in the
form of exchanged goods, services and/or information. | designed my data collection
methods to provide the girls with several vehicles, namely photography and video to
discuss intimate and relevant issues with an interested adult such as myself. In
exchange for their time and emotional investment, | provided them each with a free set
of photographs and an edited version of her interview on DVD.

Eder and Fingerson (2002) state that reciprocity is also a means for researchers
to balance power relations between themselves and their youthful participants. One
way to empower the participants, they suggest, is by using their contributions to enrich
and improve their lives. Since | made it clear to the girls that the purpose of their
insights was to directly implicate their narratives into designing an art education
classroom curriculum they were aware that their contributions would be used to enrich

the lives of others, which inadvertently enriched theirs.

3.05 Research Participants

For the recruitment of my research participants, | relied on my relationships with

friends and a former preservice student to introduce me to two girls, Kristina, age 13,
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and Paige, age 12. These girls, my first research participants, became my gatekeepers
and were asked to select their best girlfriends to participate with her in the research.

The research unfolded through a group of seven girls between the ages of 12

and 14 years old.

Kristina selected her two English speaking girl friends, Lauren, age 14, and Liv,
age 13. These girls lived in city suburbs and were of White middle class background.
Both Kristina and Liv tured 14 during the research. Their friendships were formed
when Liv entered the picture two years prior to this encounter. All three girls attended
the same private girls’ school and were required to wear a school uniform. All three had
an older brother living at home with them. Regarding their parents’ professions, Kristina
and Liv’s family members were in the fashion business while Lauren made no mention

of her parents’ professions.

Paige selected her three English speaking girl friends, Jayme, age 13, Kristen,
age 13, and Myka, age 12. These girls lived in rural settings and were of White middle
class background. Except for Paige who lived in a rural town, the other three girls each
lived on a farm. The girls’ friendships were formed many years prior to this research,
and all attended the same public co-ed school, with no required school uniform. All had

older sisters, some lived at home and some didn’t. Except for Paige, the other three
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girls each had a younger brother who lived at home with them. Regarding their parents’
professions, though largely not discussed, each in some way was implicated in the
farming business.

Kristina’s mother Stella and Paige’s older sister Robyn opted to become the
adult gatekeepers and assisted me to gain parental consent for the girls to participate in
the research. Both women took the responsibility, which | greatly appreciated, and
became the liaisons between their group of girls and myself. This required them to pick
up the signed consent forms (Appendix A, p. 278), reinforce scheduled interview dates,

and make group transportation arrangements to designated interview locations.

3.06 Interview Locations

R

Friends’ Loft Paige’s Backyard Liv’s Bedroom Den

I took careful consideration to the selection of interview locations to; level power
relations between the girls and myself the researcher; ease transportation to and from
locations; minimize noise pollution and ensure lighting effectiveness; and establish
physical comfort and usability of space. Using a video camera as a research tool
required that | take special consideration and preparation regarding some of these
factors.

This research was conducted in three locations. For group one’s focus group

interview, | selected my friend’s loft located in an industrial part of Montreal where many
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artists and media production companies reside. The girls selected Liv's home and her
bedroom to conduct their three photo elicitation interviews. Paige selected her home
and her backyard for group two’s focus group interview and the four photo elicitation
interviews that followed two and a half weeks later. The parents were home during both
groups of girls’ photo elicitation interviews, and during group two’s focus group
interview, their technical support regarding the setup and respect for the girls’ privacies

were most appreciated.

Research Procedures and Timeline

Within this section, | present a four-month timeline of my research and explain

the various procedures, which | embarked upon during this time.

3.07 Introduction To Group One: May 2004, The First Phone Call

The research began in the middle of May 2004, with the first telephone call that |
made to Kristina, her mother, and Paige’s older sister Robyn to establish the girls’
involvement in the research. During the first phone call, | explained to them the nature
of the research. They were told of the photographic experience and the motivation
behind it. After this phone conversation, | emailed them both a written explanation
concerning the research timeline and procedures and included the research
participation consent form. In the consent form, the purpose and procedures of the
research were clearly explained. All the while | did not define popular culture and
instead | referred to the research as understanding what was important in teenage girls’

lives.
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Over the next couple of weeks, Kristina called me to confirm the participation of
her two of her best friends, Liv and Lauren, and together we scheduled our first
meeting, the focus group interview, to take place the middle of June. | called Robyn and
she agreed for Paige. | asked Robyn if Paige had selected friends to participate with
her, and at that time she was unable to confirm this information.

After the girls received the consent forms via email, | communicated with
Kristina’s mother, Stella, and she agreed to explain the research to the girls’ family
members. She organized to have the consent forms signed and agreed to transport the

girls to and from their interview location.

3.08 Group One/Part One: June 2004, The Focus Group Meeting

From the first phone calls made in May to the focus group interview was
approximately one month. | made a map with the directions to the location of my
friend’s loft and emailed it to both Kristina and Robyn.

I met Stella for the first time when she dropped off Kristina, Liv and Lauren for
their interview. | assured her of the girls’ safety and requested that she returned in three
hours to pick them up. Paige was chaperoned by her older sister Robyn, and to my
surprise and disappointment, she arrived without any girl friends. Although she was
briefed to bring along at least one other friend, she didn’t. Due to the greater distance
Paige traveled for this meeting, | invited Robyn to remain in the room during their focus
group interview. There were a total of four female research participants, myself, one
female research assistant who operated the video camera, and one adult guardian,

Robyn.
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Early on in the focus group interview it was evident that Paige was not
comfortable within the group dynamic. Once the first part of the interview was complete
we took a break for a few minutes and | approached Paige and Robyn with an idea. As
Paige, Robyn and | observed the playful dynamics between Kristina, Liv and Lauren, the
three of us agreed to create a second the group of girls, consisting of Paige’s three best

girl friends.

3.09 Group One/Part Two: Same Day, Introduction To PEA

After a short break | resumed with only the three girls as Paige observed from
the sidelines. | introduced Kristina, Lauren and Liv to the photo ethnography
assignment and provided them each with a written handout that | designed to help
them to consider what to photograph (See Appendix B p. 280 for the Handout). |
explained the nature of the photos as the basis for their private photo elicitation
interviews. We discussed key sites for photo taking experiences to assist them to
document what they each considered relevant in their lives.

I gave the girls each a disposable camera to record approximately 27 images
each. They were instructed to take photos of meaningful objects, places and people, in
relation to their personal views. To conclude this meeting, | asked the girls to clarify

with me any questions or concerns.
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The girls agreed that two weeks for their photo taking assignment would be
sufficient. Once | spoke with them to confirm they had completed the assignment, |
picked up their cameras and submitted them for development. | ordered two sets of
prints, one for me, and one for each girl. It took approximately one week for the
development of the film. | held on to their photos until their next round of interviews. |
scheduled the photo-elicitation interviews to occur all in one day, and, within the one

week that | received their photos.

3.10 Group One/Part Three: July 2004, PEI

Kristina’s PEI

Three weeks later their three photo elicitation interviews took place in Liv’s
bedroom den. | conducted all three photo-elicitation interviews, using the same
introduction and conclusion with each girl. At the beginning of their interviews, |
introduced them to their photos, | asked them what they thought of the focus group
experience, and how they defined popular culture for their photo taking experience.
Each private interview lasted approximately 45 minutes.

Once all three interviews were complete | regrouped them to discuss their final
insights regarding their experiences and insights in the research. Since the girls were

exhausted and all talked out, this interview did not last long and was somewhat difficult
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to encourage and maintain. In this meeting the girls shared with me their love for the

video camera, and confirmed with me their enjoyment of the research process.

3.11 Group Two/Part One: August 2004, FGI

During the time that | worked with the first group of girls, | remained in contact
with Paige to solidify her involvement as the gatekeeper for group two, made up of her
best girlfriends. She confirmed that three of them agreed to participate in the research.
Together we scheduled the beginning of August for our first focus group interview with
them. Like Stella, Robyn agreed to explain the research to the girls’ parents and
organized the signing of the consent forms.

We all met at Paige’s home and selected her backyard to conduct the interview.
Since Paige’s father was home, he offered to help us with the technical setup involved
with the outdoor electrical outlets, and when needed, he gave us the necessary privacy.

Using the same introduction as | did with group one, this focus group interview took on

a similar format.

3.12 Group Two/Part Two: Same Day, Introduction To PEA
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Atfter facilitating the one-hour focus group interview, the girls took a 15-minute
break. We then regrouped to discuss the photo ethnography assignment. Similar to my '
explanation with group one, | explained the nature of the assignment, gave them the
same written handout as | did with group one, and explained the purpose of their
photos for their photo elicitation interviews. As the summer was coming to an end and
the school year was about to begin two and a half weeks later -in early September- the
girls agreed to complete their photo taking assignment in a week and half. Due to these
time constraints, Robyn offered to have the photos developed for me and agreed to
keep them from the girls until their photo elicitation interviews. | reimbursed her for the

cost of the photo development.

3.13 Group Two/Part Three: August 2004, PEI

Jayme’s PEI
Within two weeks from the focus group interview, we reconvened again at
Paige’s home. Once again, several of her family members were present, and like before,
our privacy was not compromised. The girls’ four interviews took place in Paige’s
backyard and each lasted approximately 45 minutes. As they rotated their turns the
others spent time in Paige’s bedroom or roamed around the neighborhood. Once the

interviews were complete we all regrouped one last time and again, this was hard to
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encourage and maintain as the girls were exhausted and eager to get ready for a party
they were attending that evening. During this time, however, the girls invited me to
Paige’s bedroom to thank me and together they placed a plastic Leigh over my head

signifying and articulating that | was now “one of them.”

Treatment of The Data

Within this section, | explain how | treat the data in the following two chapters
Lights, Camera...Gossip! and, A Wardrobe Of Voices. Although | conducted the
research with two groups of best girl friends, in the case of this project, | treat them as
one group made up of seven girls. However, to distinguish their focus group
conversations in the writing, together we established two separate names for them.
Focus group one became known as the City Girls and focus group two became known
as the Country Girls. These names were chosen in reference to where the girls each
lived; three lived in city suburbs, one in a rural town, and three in country farm settings.
Although in the following two chapters some of the girls at times identified themselves
in relation to their country lifestyle, city life versus country life is beyond the scope of

this research and will not be addressed in this project.

3.14 The Data Chapters

In chapter four entitled Lights, Camera... Gossip! | address the girls’ discourses
and where | intercepted to probe them further. | present the data from the focus group

interviews according to the similar themes that arose within both groups’ interview.
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In chapter five entitled A Wardrobe of Voices | divide the seven girls’ narratives
into seven sub-chapters entitled Door #1 through Door #7. Each “door” is dedicated to

each girl’s personal narrative accompanied by her selection of photographs.

3.15 Coding The Data: Verbal And Visual Discourse

The bulk of the data consists of verbal and visual discourses that emerged from
the focus group interviews, the private photo elicitation interviews and the photos
themselves. According to Rosalind Gill (1996) discourse is used to “refer to all forms of
talk and texts” (p. 141).

To code the girls’ verbal discourses that emerged from the focus group
interviews, | transcribed their conversations and highlighted various themes discussed
within both focus groups. | made a column for each and color-coded the various
themes that emerged. Once | recognized similarities between their conversations |
shaped the chapter to address their topics of interest (Please see chapter 4 p. 102 for
Chart #1, the color coding system).

My coding process for the girls’ photo elicitation interviews occurred in two
stages. Stage one involved transcribing each girl’s interview to isolate specific topics. |
then looked at their photos to recognize and compare recurring themes amongst them.
Once | recognized similarities, | returned to each girl’s personal narrative to discover
differences amongst each of them, which emerged through the issues she individually
addressed.

For stage two | designed an interpretive repertoire framework based on the
audience reception research of Hall, Hobson, Stacey and Hermes. | borrowed many of

their repertoires, “recurrently used systems of terms used for characterizing and
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evaluating actions, events and other phenomena” (Potter & Wetherall, 1987, p. 149) to
code the girls’ verbal and visual discourses represented in their narratives and photos
(Please see the next section for my definitions of the coding system).

Within the body of chapter five where | address each girl’s narrative, | present
my interpretive analysis alongside and at the conclusion of each girl’s sub-chapter. In
the appendix of that chapter entitied Behind The Scenes, | provide a comprehensive
analysis based on the coding system | used in my interpretive repertoire framework
along with each girl’s interpretive analysis framework completed with my coding of her
verbal and visual discourses.

In chapter six, Mirror To Her Self, | address Sense of Self as the meta-narrative,
inspired by my interpretive repertoire framework, and | provide another comprehensive
analysis regarding how each girl used verbal and visual language inspired by popular

culture to construct her account of her personal and social world.

65



Definitions: Interpretive Repertoire Framework

3.16 Popular Culture As Meaningful Lived Experience

The girls’ defined popular culture as meaningful lived experience through
favorite and popular texts used and practices engaged in (William, 1999; Hall, 1997;

Storey, 1996).

Meaningful Texts
| identified five recurring texts in their photos, which | coded as Physical

Environments (PE), Media (M), Fashion (F), People (PP) and Pets (PT), and Health (H1)
(Chart 1; Tables 1-7). They are defined as follows:

* Physical Environments: meaningful spaces.

* Media: meaningful commodities related to digital, audio, and print.

* Fashion: meaningful commodities related to personal style and self-

adornment.
* People and Pets: meaningful people, pets, and farm animals.

e Health: meaningful environments and commodities related to health.

Meaningful Practices
| identified four recurring practices in their photos and coded them as Personal
Adornment (PA), Communication (C), Health (H2) and Citizenship (CD) (Chart 1; Tables
1-7). They are defined as follows:
* Personal Adornment: meaningful activities related to physical

appearance and personal style.
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¢ Communication: meaningful activities related to communicating with the
self and others.
* Health: meaningful activities related to healthy and unhealthy lifestyles.

 Citizenship: meaningful activities related to the betterment of humanity.

3.17 Meaningful Uses of Texts and Practices

| borrowed from Stacey, Identification (ID) and from Hermes, Practical
Knowledge (PK) to code the girls’ photos (Chart 1; Tables 1-7). They are defined as
follows:
* Practical Knowledge: meaningful information learned and used to teach
others.
* lIdentification: texts used and practices engaged in to describe aspects

of the self

3.18 Meaningful Meanings From Texts and Practices

Inspired by Hobson, Stacey and Hermes, | identified one meta-narrative, Sense
of Self, deconstructed into four interdependent elements, Image, Wellbeing,
Knowledge, and Citizenship. These four elements explain how the girls made meaning
of their use of popular culture to construct sense of self. The first three elements are
coded as Image (SSI), Wellbeing (SSW), and Ambition to Learn and/or to Teach
((AL/AT). | coded their photos to further understand with which group they identified,
connected and negotiated with, and developed five terms in relation to their Shared

Community with others; Girls (SCG), Peers (SCP), Boys (SCB), Family (SCF) and
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Humanity (SCH). The fourth element, citizenship, is coded as her shared community

with humanity (Chart 1; Tables 1-7). They are each defined as follows:

Ambition to Learn/Teach: motivated to seek out information to learn from
and to teach others with.

Sense of Self as Wellbeing: to experience inner wellbeing related to self
worth and outer appearance.

Sense of Self as Image: self defined by physical appearance.

Shared Community of Girls: emotional connection to other females
Shared Community of Peers: emotional connection to mixed gender
peers.

Shared Community of Boys: emotional connection to boys.

Shared Community of Family: emotional connection to family.

Shared Community of Humanity: emotional connection to humanity and

how she envisions her role in connection to her larger community.

3.19 Negotiating Texts and Practices

| applied Hall’s three reading positions, Dominant hegemonic (D), Negotiated (N),

and Oppositional (O) according to the dominant cultures operating at the moment of

each girl’s interpretations of her photos (Chart 1; Tables 1-7). They are defined as

followed:

Dominant readings: refer to a person operating within the preferred code
of the dominant operating culture.
Negotiated readings: refer to a person negotiating the dominant

operating culture.
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* Oppositional readings: refer to a person opposing the dominant

operating culture.

The four dominant cultures with which the girls negotiated were coded as Gir/
Culture (GC), Peer Culture (PC), Family Culture (FC) and Media Culture (CC). | code a
fifth category as Other (O) to refer to additional cultures that were also operating but not
often enough such as Youth Culture, City Culture, School Culture and Country Culture
(Chart 1; Tables 1-7). They are defined as followed:

« Girl Culture: female-related lived experience.
¢ Peer Culture: peer related lived experience.
* Family Culture: family related lived experience.

* Media Culture: consumer related lived experience.

3.20 Girlpower As Can-Do-Girls

In relation to the literature that states that girls construct themselves and are
constructed by the girlpower ideology (Harris, 2004), | fix girlpower as the dominant
ideology to understand to what extent these girls are operating within the preferred
code of girlpower as can-do-girls that are Ambitious (AM), Self-Inventive (Sl), Consumer
Powered (CP), Athletic (A), Emotionally Healthy/Spiritual (EH), Socially Conscious (SA),

and prefer All Female Friendships (AFF) to boys (Chart 1; Tables 1-7).
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Lights, Camera...Gossip!
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4 Lights, Camera...Gossip!

The following chapter addresses the issues that emerged within the focus group
interviews of the city girls and the country girls.

My research was conducted in three parts, the first involved a focus group
interview, which functioned as an introductory meeting where | introduced the girls to
the research topic and they discussed every day life instigated by their popular shared
practices. In this interview, which resembled a critical reflective conversation,
meaningful topics were addressed that later served a purpose for the second and third
stages of the research, the photo ethnography assignment and their private photo
elicitation interviews.

My intention to begin with the focus group interview was to introduce the topic,
research format, and vibe | wished to establish throughout the course of this project. |
wanted the girls to know that this was about them and their perspectives, and, that they
should feel free to express themselves openly in a friendly and safe environment. The
objective of this focus group interview was to heighten the girls’ awareness concerning
the issues that concerned them most by facilitating meaningful dialogue whereby the
girls could begin to reflect on and critically discuss important issues in their lives.

As | mentioned in the previous chapter, although | had initially intended to have
one large group of girls, consisting of approximately eight members in total, this did not
occur and a second group was established with Paige and her three best girlifriends.
Nevertheless, both groups of girls and their friendships are considered and researched
as one group of girls consisting of seven members.

To recap, the first focus group interview with the city girls took place at my

friend’s loft located in an industrial part of Montreal where many artists and media
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production companies reside. The second focus group interview with the country girls
took place one month later in the backyard of Paige’s home. In the city girls’ focus
group interview there were a total of four girls who participated in the research, one
researcher -myself- one female assistant to operate the video cameras, and one adult
guardian, Paige’s sister. In the country girls’ focus group interview four girls

participated, myself, and the same female assistant who operated the video cameras.

Participants Of The Focus Group Interviews

4.01 Dress Code for City Girls’ FGI

Over the following pages, | provide a dress code description of each girl to

demonstrate how she performed her individual and social identity through self-
adornment.

In the city girls’ interview, all four girls had a similar image in their personal dress
code, fashionable yet casual and simple. Demonstrating individuality, each
differentiated herself from the next in her choice of color scheme, hairstyle and
accessories. Each wore low-wasted pants and noner of them had on tops that revealed
their bellies. Although | present stills from the video footage, the following paragraphs

are descriptions of what each of the girls wore to this first interview, including myself.
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Paige, age 12, the youngest of the girls, had shoulder length thick blond hair tied
back in a tight bun. She had blue eyes, no makeup on, a red no-logo partially zipped
hooded sweatshirt, a white no-logo t-shirt and low-wasted fitted faded blue jeans rolled
up to her calf. She wore no jewelry, no purse, and red flipflop sandals.

Liv, 13 at that time but turned 14 a few days later, was the tallest of the girls and
had long blond hair that was pulled up in a high pony on top of her head with a
hairdresser pink clip to pull her long bangs away from her face. She had black-rimmed
glasses on, braces, and wore pink lipgloss. She had on low-wasted fitted blue jeans
rolled up to her calf, a pale yellow partially zipped hooded sweatshirt, and an aqua
fitted t-shirt that had a faded medium sized unreadable logo across her chest. For
jewelry she had on a tiny gold cross that hung on a thin chocker chain around her neck,
and a bracelet and watch on her right arm. For shoes she wore black flip flops, and
carried a small yellow pencil-case size shaped purse with a short gold and yellow chain
strap.

Lauren, age 14, had long dark brown wavy hair loosely pulled back in a low
pony and long wispy bangs parted to the side of her face. She had pale skin, red
freckles, and blue eyes. She wore some black eyeliner on the inside of her eyes,
bronze-pink lipgloss, black nailpolish on her finger nails, several gold thin rings on her
various fingers, and a silver heart charm on a silver choker chain around her neck. For
her clothing, she had on three-quarter length black army-influenced chinos, a white t-
shirt that read Juicy in black across her chest, and a partially zipped black, red and
white hooded sweatshirt. On the left side of the breast of the sweatshirt was a logo that
read Ecko Red, and red, white and black thick-banded stripes on the wrists, sides, and

collar of the sweatshirt. She wore red flip flops for shoes and a medium sized oval
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shaped black purse adorned with colorful butterfly prints, a silver buckle and a black
medium length strap.

Kristina, age 13, and the tiniest of the girls, had long wavy dark brown hair that
fell like a lion’s mane around her face and half-way down her back. She had long
wisped bangs that hung over her brown eyes and used a tiny blue hairdresser clip to
keep part of her hair up and off of her face. She had braces and pink-red lipgloss on her
lips. For her clothing, she wore low-wasted blue jeans, a black partially zipped hooded
sweatshirt with a white unreadable small logo on her left breast, and a black t-shirt with
a white-rimmed collar and a white thin zigzag design across her chest. She had on
black Nike running shoes with a white swoosh, no jewelry and carried a red shopping
bag style and size purse that read “Boys Are Smelly.”

| came dressed as | usually did, very casual in three-quarter length green army
pants, a pale pink tie dyed long sleeved t-shirt adorned in the center with a big bright
blue Chinese-influenced symbol that read ‘Happiness,’ and blond shoulder length hair

tied low in two short pig tails.

4.02 Dress Code for Country Girls’ FGI
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In the country girls’ interview, all four girls also had a similar image in their
personal dress code, which was completely summery and outdoorsy. Only Paige
differentiated herself from the others in her choice of color scheme and hairstyle, she
wore pink where the others wore blue and white. The following paragraphs are
descriptions of what each of the girls wore to this first interview, including myself.

Paige, age 12, the youngest of her group of girls, and one of the most physically
developed of her friends, again, had her hair pulled back from her face in a tight bun.
She wore a pink spaghetti strapped tank top and pink flowered surfer shorts. She had
no makeup, nailpolish, and jewelry, and wore no shoes.

Myka, age 12, was tall, lanky and not yet physically developed, had long thin
medium blond hair that hung halfway down her back, and long bangs parted to the
side. She had on a white lasagna strap tank top and blue flowered surfer shorts, and
wore no shoes. She wore braces, no makeup and no nailpolish.

Kristen, age 13, was average height for her group and not yet physically
developed, had shoulder-length medium blond hair and bangs that hid her forehead.
She had on a pale blue and white striped lasagna strapped tanktop and white short
shorts. She had braces, wore no makeup, and no nailpolish. She had on a watch and
red elastic on her right arm and a hospital bracelet on her left arm. She also wore no
shoes.

Jayme, age 13, one of the most physically developed of the girls, had long blond
hair that hung halfway down her back. She wore a white t-shirt with a dark blue Jacob
Junior logo and jean shorts. She had on a several yellow rubber bracelets on her right
wrist and a pale blue think banded watch on her left wrist. She wore no makeup, no

nailpolish and no shoes.
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Again, | came casually dressed wearing the same army green three-quarter
length pants but this time since | knew the interview would take place outdoors | wore a

pink bandana strapless triangle top. | wore my hair in two low braids.

Interview Format

4.03 City Girls

In the city girls’ focus group interview we all sat in a triangular format. | sat on a
wooden chair in the middle of the four girls, and in pairs, two girls each sat on either
side of me. Lauren and Kristina sat on a white couch, Liv and Paige sat on the on a blue
treasure chest. In the middle of us was a large wooden square coffee table where | laid
out a couple of teen magazines, a book of artistic photographs of women and their
disposable cameras. | offered the girls some Snapple™ yellow lemonade, which they

drank during the break.

4.04 Country Girls

In the country girls’ focus group interview, which took place in Paige’s backyard
we all sat on the grass in a semi-circle format. All four girls sat next to one another and |
sat at the end of this crest. | placed the table microphone in the middle of us on the
grass. Since it was a beautiful hot summer day and with the sun blaring down on us,
Paige’s mother also prepared lemonade juice, and this time it was pink. This became a
very nostalgic moment for me as the color and taste of the lemonade reminded me of

my own childhood days growing up in a close-knit country suburb.
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4.05 My Introduction

On the advice of my thesis committee, who knew my vibrant personality and
ease to elicit stories from others, | did not prepare any structured questions to ask the
girls or paper to read from. Instead | listened carefully ‘to what the girls were saying and
used their conversations to facilitate topics. In both settings, | explained to the girls not
to look at the camera but to look at each other and myself instead. When the cameras
were rolling | began by asking each girl to state her name, age and the school she
attended. After they introduced themselves, | set the tone immediately and explained
the intention of this research.

I began my introduction with the city girls by tying the term popular culture to
teenage girls’ popular lived experiences, | said, “l found that...it would be really
interesting to have research done by young girls like you gitls to basically fill me in on
the role of popular culture in your lives, and so I’'m here to learn from you giris...to find
out what you do outside of school....”

I began with a similar introduction with the country girls, “...The whole time that
we are spending talking is to define through your eyes you're going to tell me what you
think popular culture is... | am looking at your experience as girls and what you go
through on a daily basis and that’s what we are going to be talking about, [is] your life.”

| provide the transcripts of how the girls defined popular culture.

4.06 City Girls Definitions

Leanne: ...when you heard that | was doing research on popular culture and

teenage girls what came to mind?
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4.07

Kristina: Things that most teenage girls like to do on their spare time. Just stuff

that a lot of people do.

Lauren: Music and movies and stuff, and stuff that you do on a Friday night and

a Saturday night like sleepovers and all those girlie stuff put together.

Liv: | really don’t know what to think, | guess it’s like what they’re saying but

further into it, like kinda what the root of it all like, what triggers all of that, | don’t

know how to explain it.

Leanne: Have you heard or seen that word outside of me bringing it to you?

Liv: Popular yes, but not them together.

Leanne: Paige, what do you think of popular culture?

Paige: | think its pretty much the same what they said.

Country Girls Definitions

Leanne: ... Have any of you actually heard of the word popular culture? Ever?

Jayme: No.
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Paige: Well, | heard of them separate though.

Jayme: Yeah.

Leanne: If we separate it ‘popular’ and ‘culture’ what would popular mean to

you?

Paige: Things that a lot of people do, things that are common.

Jayme: Yeah, like what they like.

Leanne: And ‘culture’ what does that word mean to you? What do you think of

when you hear the word culture?

Jayme: Different kind of families and different kind of colors.

Paige: Different lifestyles.

Kristen: Kinda where you came from.

Jayme: Different families.

Leanne: Excellent, excellent. So culture means so many different things so when

you put those words together popular culture, what would think maybe that

would mean?
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Jayme: The cultures that are really popular (giggle) that everybody either follows

or shadows.

Leanne: Exactly, absolutely, fabulous, so stuff that are popular, lifestyles that are

popular.

What is PopUIar Culture?

Although | avoided giving them any scripted or unscripted definition of this term
and throughout our one-hour interviews | did not instigate topics unless first brought up
by them, | do want to highlight how | helped the girls to contextualize the term popular
culture simply by introducing the theme of this project as wanting to know what was
important in their lives as teenage girls. Since | tied the term popular culture to the girls’
lived experiences, the value this definition had in the context of this research was that |
established that they would, could and should talk about the popular things that girls
did in their daily lives. | used this term to elicit their conversations concerning what was
meaningful to them at that time of their lives.

Once specific topics were addressed and when | felt it was necessary to clarify
what they were saying, | instigated and probed them to further explain their
perspectives. Because this term was initially associated by both the city girls and the
country girls to various forms of Hollywood driven media and fashion, the girls

discussed similar topics and issues in relation to their value systems.
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List of Topics Addressed

e Entertainment through & relatability to magazines, TV, movies, music videos &
the Internet

* Celebrity influence on fashion, body image & dreams/goals

» Communicating with friends through online chatting, listening/singing/dancing to
music (pop & country)

* Popstars are (not) role models

* Popstars’ Influence through music videos

* School Dress Code

¢ All girl friendships

* Personal style & self-expression through clothing, hair & makeup

* Shopping for brand names & bargains

*  Work & money

* Media versus reality

* Drugs & smoking cigarettes

* Boys, peer pressure & dating

* Boyfriends versus boys as friends

* Bodyimage
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4.08 Girls’ Friendships & Media

Friendship between girls was the first topic the girls addressed through
conversations they had when speaking about their favorite movies and TV shows. In the
case of the city girls, Liv, Lauren and Kristina related their own friendship to their
favorite movie Mean Girls. They identified with certain circumstances the girls faced in
the movie and saw their own character traits in those of the leading characters, “It
relates to a lot of things that teenage girls go through” said Lauren, “You see all of their
characters and everyone’s flaws or like their strong points, and you could relate to it a
lot.” Kristina agreed, “They have a bit of what we have.” Liv explained, “Kristina is like
Gretchen she’s like the girl who can’t stand people being mad at her, or she'll like
always want to help someone and that’s how she is, its not the bad qualities that
Gretchen has but the good qualities.”

As the girls continued to describe the movie and their interest in it, | was able to
witness how the experience of both watching and interpreting this movie was in itself a
meaningful experience for them. | was interested to know why the movie was called
Mean Girls and what relevance this title had to them and so | asked, “How did you feel
about the movie being called Mean Girls, was it about girls being mean?” Lauren
explained,

It was about girls saying something to your face and meaning something

different behind your back. Like it's about betraying friends and how sometimes

people aren’'t what they appear to be. So | don’t think it was about being mean

but about finding out who you really are, and seeing who your true friends are.
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Paige gave her opinion, “I’s a really good movie, and as they said it, it explains
a lot of things that people go through.” So | asked, “Is that typical of teenage girls to be
mean?” And all responded with laughter, “Yes.” Kristina further explained, “Yes, they
just say things and sometimes they don’t know what comes out of their mouths.” |
continued to probe them, “What were they mean about?” Liv responded, “Guys a lot,
they would say something to you and say something different to them.” Kristina cut in,
“like betraying,” then Lauren said, “Like say if you like a guy and you told your best
friend that you liked him and your best friend went up to him at a party and she like...”
Kristina took over, “started making out with him” and Liv concluded, “or something like
that you know.”

Through this conversation it was evident that these girls enjoyed their
friendships together. Although the movie Mean Girls displayed mean behavior between
girl friends, these girls interpreted the film as demonstrating the difference between
healthy and unhealthy friendships, and chose to focus on the qualities that make for
healthy friendships.

| was curious to know what brought the three of them together as friends and
what kept them together and so | asked, “Do you find there is a reason why you girls
are all friends like that you have something in common?” Liv responded, “We all laugh
about everything that’s one of the things that brings us all together, we laugh at the
littlest things.” Lauren continued,

And we all have a lot of the same opinions on stuff, and | think that maybe our

personalities aren’t the same but you just know your friends will always be there

for you, you know? Like if I'm really insecure about my body maybe Liv really
likes her body a lot, so she can help me get over that insecurity and all that stuff

so even if we're not the same our differences can help each other.
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Based on Liv’'s comment, she enjoyed friendship for its playful aspect and
according to Lauren she relied on her girl friends to nurture her self-esteem. The movie
was significant to these girls as it was reminiscent of their own life experiences and
what they were going through as young teenage girls just entering high school.

Although not as articulate and critically aware as the city girls, the country girls
shared a similar story regarding their relationship with their favorite TV shows Friends.
The girls explained their enjoyment of the show, “It's funny” they all said, and laughed
at some of the characters’ personality traits, “Joey and Phoebe, they’re just so funny”
Jayme giggled, “They’re kinda like dumb” continued Kristen. They thought Phoebe’s TV
personality resembled that of Kristen’s, “They always make fun of me because I’'m lost
in the conversation a lot, “ said Kristen. Paige continued, “like if we talk then she’ll be
like...” and Jayme finished Paige’s statement mimicking Kristen, “What, what, what are
you saying?” Kristen giggled, “I don’t know, she’s kinda funny, she’s dopey kinda.”

Although the girls admitted to having little in common with the storylines, the
city living experience (the show takes place in New York City) and the ages of the
show’s characters, they nonetheless related to aspects of the leading characters and
overall they enjoyed the kind of humor exhibited in the sitcom. Although they were less
articulate than their city counterparts, which | attributed to being younger in age and
having had less experience in discussing media’s role in the classroom, whereas the
city girls admitted to discussing such topics in school, the show Friends, like Mean Girls

signified and reinforced to them a shared value of friendship.
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4.09 Celebrities as Role Models

Celebrities as role models were largely discussed amongst all the girls. The girls
spoke of them in relation to their relatability and influence in their personal lives. They
spoke of having celebrity role models close in age to identify and negotiate with as they
shared similarities in personal style, attitude, and goals. They explained their admiration
for them as inspirations to believe in themselves.

Lauren spoke of pop stars close in age as role models that help her to negotiate
her insecurities related to her physical appearance, she said,

| use to be very self conscious about my freckles and now all these new

actresses like Lindsay Lohan coming out with freckles just makes me feel more

secure of myself. When | got the magazine ad saying freckles is the new thing,
and they made freckle pencils and everything, all that kind of stuff just made me

feel good.

Liv identified with Paris Hilton and admired her for her sense of style and
personality, she said, “| love Paris Hilton clothes. Its not preppy but its not rock n’ roll...
| dress like Paris Hilton but tone it down a notch... | find she’s entertaining...her
personality and her style...but a bit too skinny...and she always has so much fun...”
She also related her friendships with girls to that of Paris and Nicole Ritchie’s
exemplified in their Reality TV The Simple Life, she said,
| saw in the Simple Life this week, they’ll just like go up to random people and
ask them for money. I'm like so shocked that she is able to do that and not be
shy about it, and they laugh about it, | love that...that’s one of the things that

brings us all together, we laugh at the littlest things.
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Paige referred to Lindsey Lohan, Hilary Duff, Ashley Simpson and Avril Lavigne

as role models that provide girls with options regarding diversified images, she said,
It drives a lot of how people dress...people look up to some people...[and] try
and dress like them. Avril has the punk look and | find it’s really good to have the
two mixes. There’s like Lindsey Lohan and Hillary Duff versus Ashley Simpson
and Avril Lavigne. It’s two different styles so you don’t always have to be

pressured into wearing something that you don’t want to.

Paige also admired them as teenage singers who made their dreams come true.
Paige’s dream to become a singer herself was further encouraged by seeing that if they
did it then so can she, she said, “Hillary Duff, Lindsay Lohan and Avril Lavigne, | think
its really cool that they’re teenagers and they can sing, that's why | keep singing if

enough people hear me, | don’t know....”

4.10 Image: Personal Style & Representation

Image in the form of personal style and self-representation was an important
topic addressed by the girls. Although the city girls were restricted to a school uniform
throughout the school year and the country girls were not, clothing remained their most
significant form of expression and representation articulated through this interview.

For the city girls, their families who worked in the clothing business largely
influenced their personal styles, Liv stated, “My parents are in the fashion business so

its always been a part of my life because | have them knowing so they kind of influence
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me | guess and that’s what | want to be when I’'m older.” For Lauren, personal style was
about being hip and socially recognized for one’s style, she said,
What | love about Kristina and her family is that they all have such different
styles...I think it’s a really big part of Kristina’s style is that she gets a lot of that
from her sister...we all have trademarks that everyone recognizes like Kristina is
always different and Liv is always girlie and bright and I'm just different every

time, I’'m all over the place (giggle).

The girls also expressed a strong desire to dress according to their moods.
Lauren stated,

I think for me it reflects on how I'm feeling that day. Like if | feel like going out

and just shopping I'll wear a simple dress or like a cute skirt and a shirt, or if I'm

going to hang out friends I’ll wear jeans or pants, one day I'll paint my nails pink

and the other day, black, its weird, whatever I’'m feeling like.

Kristina agreed with Lauren, “Pretty much the same thing, let’s say | feel like
looking all pretty one day and I'll wear a skirt, something nice, girlie, or the next day |
just wanna hang out, I'll wear sweatpants. It depends on how | feel.” Liv also agreed,
“It's exactly like them,” and so did Paige, “I'll wear black one day or the next | will wear
pink, it changes.”

Paige admitted to taking a long time getting dressed in the morning in order to
make sure she felt good in her appearance, “It does take me a long time to get ready in
the morning, like with my sister she can get ready in 15-20 minutes and it takes me
much longer because | find | have to find what | feel like and what looks good on me

that day.”
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Liv felt she didn’t have that problem since she was required to wear a school
uniform, which helped her to get ready quicker, she said, “It's so much easier for us
because we have a uniform.” Kristina however agreed with Paige, as this was not the
case for her in the summer, she said, “Lately in the summer I’'ve been noticing its taking
so much longer, you want to be a bit different, you want to find something different to
wear and how you wear it, you want it to be different, well that's me personally.”

When the topic of clothing and personal style was addressed with the country
girls Kristen was the first to respond, she said, “l dress comfy, whatever | feel like
wearing that day, | don’t like anything that’s like itchy or hot.” Instead of the girls each
taking this opportunity to discuss their personal style, Paige and Jayme both jumped on
Kristen to further describe her style, Paige said, “You don’t try to dress up like you wear
nice clothes but it’s not like,” then Jayme giggled and cut in, “you dress the weather
you don’t dress past that. Some people when it’s hot they’ll be in jeans but Kristen will
always be in shorts.” Kristen piped in to defend herself and explained further, “I wear
what | am comfortable in, like if its too hot | will just wear shorts, | don’t care really, but
not ugly shorts | will have my good shorts... they’re not all hand-me-downs but | have
two older sisters so | get a lot of their clothes some of them | like but some of them,
they’re too used.”

Once | saw this dynamic, this instigated me to further question them on how
they decided to wear what they wore and who where they dressing for and so | asked,
“Do we girls care about our looks or the way we dress based on our friends, or does
media impose that pressure?” Paige responded, “| say mostly my friends, and Kristen
agreed, “Yeabh, it's probably because you don’t want people to see you, like...” and
Paige cut her off to continue her sentence, “...In the wrong light, like indicate you the

first time you meet someone,” Kristen agreed, “Yeah.”
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| asked the girls a few times and in different ways about media’s influence on
their sense of fashion, “Do you feel pressure from looking at fashion ads? Does that
play a role in any of your lives? And, do sexually explicit ads offend you?” For the most
part they answered ‘Um..." or ‘No’ to each of these questions. Paige however was the
only one who stated that she was aware of sexually explicit imagery in the ads “it is all
around us” but nevertheless this did not influence her to dress provocatively. Kristen
however commented on the fact that no one she knew dressed that way and therefore
she felt her environment played a large role in how someone dressed and what they
were influenced and not influenced by. She stated, “I just think, ‘why would you want to
wear that?’ To me | don’t know why anybody would be like that but that’s just me ... |
don’t really see very many people like that. | don't find it around where | live. There’s not
a lot of people like that.”
AIthoﬁgh some of the city girls admired certain youthful celebrities’ personal
styles they realized their human components and were not blinded by them, Lauren
said, “I love them and | really idealize them because | love music and | can't live without
music” but she was not influenced to wear provocative clothing like them. Instead she
recognized their risqué clothing attire as costumes related to their stage performances,
she said,
When you see them when paparazzi take pictures of them they’re wearing their
sweatpants and t-shirts but when they’re on stage and when they are
performing they’re wearing their costumes. It’s like that for anything you see so
it’s not like they’re always going out in these bras and hot pants, like when they
go out shopping they just wear whatever they want with a hat and their hair not

done but when they’re on stage it's a different story...
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However, when it camé to girls younger than she, Lauren felt that these music
videos might not good examples since she believed they were too young to
understand. She said, “I think that other people who don't realize it’s just a stage act
they take it too personally and seriously. So for younger girls who don’t know that it's
not a good example for them....” Nevertheless, Lauren had no problem with the way
certain celebrities dressed and therefore was supportive of their choices, “I don’t have
anything against it, if she wants to do that and she’s comfortable with her body then let
her do it.”

Like Lauren, Liv accepted what was relatable to her and dismissed what didn’t
impact on her sense of self. Although she related to Paris Hiiton she was not offended
by her sexual scandal or the way she (sometimes) dressed provocatively. Instead she
admired her for being herself despite others who criticized her, she said, “...With the
whole [sex] scandal with Paris, | still really respect her...| wont be offended if she wears
something too short because | know it's her own personal style and no one else needs
to like it but | wouldn’t go out wearing the little tiny things she wears.”

Kristina also admired Paris’s courage to be different despite what others said,
“She doesn’t care what other people think.” Nevertheless like Liv and Lauren she was
not influenced to copy their celebrity images, “I’'m not gonna be attracted to it like ‘Oh
my gosh Britney Spears is wearing that so | have to do that!” Never because | wouldn’t
go out wearing that but | wouldn’t be offended.”

Since Liv and Kristina’s parents were in the fashion business | asked the city
girls how their parents felt about certain provocative fashion styles, “How do your
parents feel about the low-wasted jeans and belly button t-shirts?” Liv responded that

although her father wasn’t pleased according to her he had no choice,
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My dad’s not like crazy about it but he doesn’t stop me, it’'s not his favorite
thing. We went to a sweet 16 a few weeks ago, and | wore a dress that was
kinda cut down a bit, and so the next day he told me ‘What were you wearing
last night?’ | said, ‘Mom got if for me,’ he said ‘Oh my gosh!” He won’t stop me
because he knows it’s in style because both my parents are in the fashion

business but he’s not fond of it.

Kristina’s mom didn’t like these styles and although Kristina had no intention of
dressing to be provocative, she preferred the comfort of wearing low wasted jeans to
those that were high wasted,

My mom, she doesn’t like it when | wear low jeans, she’ll tell me pull them up or

pull down your top, but they’re made like that and | can’t wear them higher, it’s

uncomfortable! It’s not that | try and be in, it’s just how | have to wear them. |
don’t wear tops over my belly button but if | have skin showing it's okay, it

doesn’t matter if it's showing.

Lauren said there was a time and place for everything and felt it was important

to dress accordingly,
| realize and even my mom tells me there is a time and place for everything so
say if I'm going to the movies with my friends. She’ll let me wear jeans and a t-
shirt, as long as it’s not showing. I’'m not wearing Britney Spears style with the
bra hanging out and everything. It’s different when I’'m going to see family where
and I’'m wearing more like pants, a shirt and a sweater over it to be respectable

to the people around you.
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Paige’s mother also trusted her choice of clothing, “Well my parents don’t really
interfere with what | wear most of them time because | don’t usually wear shirts above
my belly button, and pants, | don’t know, it depends.”

Since | noticed the Juicy logo written across Lauren’s chest,‘I asked the girls
how they felt about brand name clothing. Although some admitted to being influenced
by them, most prioritized price and fit. Lauren said, “I really like it but sometimes | don’t
have the money to buy that stuff.... But if | go into a random store and could buy shorts
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