
AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE CONSTITUTION
OF GENDERED IDENTITY AS PROCESS, IN THB

WORLDS OF AUSTRALIAN TEENAGE GIRLS

Geraldine E, Bloustien,
8.4., Hons., Dip. Ed., Grad. Cert. Media.



to'(l^

Str1
o

Posesng

AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE CONSTITUTION OF GENDERED
IDENTITY AS PROCESS, IN THE WORLDS OF AUSTRALIAN

TEENAGE GIRLS

Geraldine E Bloustien,
8.4., Hons., Dip. Ed., Grad. Cert. Media.

A thesis submitted for the award of Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Anthropology

The University of Adelaide

12th April 1999





Substantial amounts of this thesis have already been published:

Material from Chapter I has been published as:

"Ceci N'Est Pas Une Jeune Fille", in Jenkins, FI., McPherson, T. & Shattuc, J. (eds) Hop
On Pop : The Pleasnres and Politics of Popular Cttlture, Durham, N.C: Duke University
Press (in press, 1999).

Material from Chapter 2 and 4 has been published as:

"Striking Poses: Teenage Girls, Video Cams and the Exploration of Cultural Space",
Youth Studies Australia, 15,3, 1996:26-32.

"It's Different To a Mirror 'Cos It Talks to You', in Howard, S. (ed.) Wired Up: Young
People and The Electronic Media, London: Falmer Press, 1998. (Media Education and
Culture - Series Editor: David Buckingham).

"The Consequence of being a Gift", The Australian Journal of Anthropology, Yol 10,
April 1999.

Material from chapter 3 and 4 and 7 will be published as:

"Far From Sugar and Spice", in Baron, B. & Kotthoff, H. (eds) Gender In Interaction,
The Hague: Mouton Press. (forthcoming)

"Teddy Bear Chains and Violent Femmes", in Mcleod, J. & Malone, K. (eds)
Representing Yor,tth, Melbourne: Deakin University. (forthcoming, publisher to be
confirmed)

"On Not Dancing Like A Try Hard", in Bloustien, G. (ed.) Musical Visions: Music as
Sottnd Image and Movement, Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 1999.

Striking Poses

This documentary has been screened at The Yor,mg FiIm Makers Festival, Sotth
Australia, 1996.

l1l



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writing a thesis can be long and complex business, particularly if you are attempting to

carry out fieldwork within your own culture and approaching the task through unorthodox

means. This task would not have possible without the support, encouragement and

assistance of a great many people.

Firstly, I was fortunate in having several very talented people as supervisors over the period

of my candidature - Deane Fergie, Charmaine McEachem, and Kingsley Garbett. Deane

and Charmaine, who first inspired me with their insights, creativity and breadth of
knowledge, introduced me to the vicissitudes of fieldwork and supported me through the

difficulties of being both within and outside of my own broader culture. Their own

impressive scholarship was an inspiration while their generosity with time and

encouragement was invaluable. Deane's creativity, her infectious enthusiasm and her

support of my unorthodox methodologies gave me the courage to push forward into new

territories. Her personal experiences of Aboriginal and Papua New Guinean cultures

provided me with a broader knowledge and sensitivity in these areas of my research.

Charmaine's vast knowledge of and experience in media production and reception, her

particular abilities to successfully cross disciplinary boundaries and the sheer rigour of her

attention to detail, both kept me in check and yet simultaneously allowed me the freedom

to play with ideas. 'When I found myself trapped in a particular theoretical framework it
was often Charmaine's exhortation to "turn this question on its head!" that provided the

necessary unsettling impact to jolt my ideas on to the next stage.

Kingsley's precision and rigorous scholarship offered another area of invaluable support.

It was through him and the stimulating discussion groups that he directed, that I first came

to perceive the breadth and complexity of Piene Bourdieu's insights and felt confident

enough to apply them to my own field of study. Kingsley's background knowledge of so

many of the theoretical fields that I was attempting to explore - such as Social Network

Theory and the anthropology of play always awe-inspiring. Above all, I am

grateful for his endless patience, accessibility and his constructive criticism of my work.

Completing a doctoral thesis and ethnography research requires immense amounts of time,

financial and often physical support. I was fortunate indeed in being offered a A.P.A.

scholarship for three years, which allowed me to be free from teaching obligations. The

Department of Anthropology, at the University of Adelaide offered further very generous

financial assistance for the undertaking of the fieldwork including the provision of a

compact Hi 8 video camera specifically for my use.

IV



The most fascinating and exciting moments of my research, of course, were due to the

generosity, patience and tolerance of the ten young women, their families and friends upon

whom this case study is based. Their openness and acceptance of an (adult) stranger into

their worlds and their willingness to intimately share so much of their everyday lives, both

the moments of hilarity and quiet reflection, will be appreciated always. I learnt so much

far beyond the scope of this thesis - although I never did learn to juggle effectively, to my

intense embanassment, chagrin and everyone else's amusement!

The list of colleagues and friends to whom I owe a dept of gratitude is also immense.

Above all, I need to acknowledge the encouragement of David Buckingham, Anne Cranny-

Francis, Henry Jenkins, Julie Mcleod, Helen Nixon and Beverley Skeggs, who at different

times read and offered insightful comments on various chapters of this thesis. To Stuart

Dinmore and to Karen Jennings who gave help and advice in the more technical aspects

of the research, I owe a particular thanks. Karen painstakingly proofread the thesis in its

completed form, negotiating my changes and idiosyncratic style with good humour and

immense tolerance. A particular thank you is due to my colleague, fellow PhD student and

dear friend Sue Howard, with whom I spent many hours arguing interesting and

challenging points of contention. She inspired me with her scholarship, her humour and the

fact that she made it before me. She convinced me that the task was achievable!!!

The biggest debt of gratitude has to go to my family who lived this work along side of me

for so many years. My wonderful son and daughter were both the inspiration and the

challenge of this particular field of research. They frequently offered valuable and

insightful criticism of my interpretations of so much of their teenage worlds, putting it all

into a much-needed, everyday perspective.

Finally, I can never repay all I owe to my best friend and husband, Mark. He spent frve

years of his life, vicariously experiencing this thesis in all its various metamorphoses,

sharing all the problems, the anxieties and the fun I He sometimes attended raves and often

walked the streets with me in the early hours of the morning during my fieldwork; he came

to many discos and rock concerts; he offered unflagging support and practical help, all with

unfailing good humour, even when I was close to despair. He was my most demanding

critic and always my greatest ally. If a thesis can be dedicated - this one must be to him.

V



CONTENTS

Declaration

Previously published material

Acknowledgments

List of Photographs and video stills

Abstract

CHAPTER 1: CECI N'EST PAS UNE JEUNE FILLE
Introduction: The Seriousness of Play

The Properties of Fields

Perceptions of Distinction and Différance

Play as Strategy

The Power of Play and Mimesis

Participants as 'film makers'?

Youth Culture: theoretical perspectives revisited

Youth Culture and Subcultural Theory

Youth Culture and Post Structuralism

Problems with Texts

Youth Culture - Alternative Approaches!

The Question of Agency and Structure

Anthropology At Home: issues of reflexivity

The Subjective/ Objective Divide: blured boundaries

Using a camera: unsettling the subjective/ objective divide

The structure of the thesis

CHAPTER 2z "IT'S DIFFERBNT TO A MIRROR COS IT TALKS TO YOU"
Introduction

Mimesis and Methodology:An alternative view of the city

Theoretical frameworks

Identity as process: play and mimesis

Play in action

A different strategy!

t1

lll

iv

X

XI

I

2

5

1

8

9

t2

12

l4
16

t7

l8
18

22

25

21

29

JJ

34

34

35

39

vi



Cluster 1: Meeting Sara, Kate, Wendy, and Cindy

More Girls

"It's different to a mirror 'cos it talks to you"

Technology, Gender and Identity

Technology, Gender and Mimesis

Mimesis and Agency

Power through representation: the mimetic faculty

Other ways of seeing

Ask me questionsl

Maintaining 'the fourth wall'
'Authority' and 'authenticity' through direct address

Locating 'the real me'?

Music and Mimesis

Playing with (selfl) identity

Conclusion: Cleaning up the Image

FAR FROM SUGAR AND SPICB

Introduction: The 'Withness' of the body

Watching the'Watchers

Bodily Praxis as Modes of Knowledge

Takin g Metaphors Seriously : Explorin g Difference

Taking Metaphors Seriously: The Joy of Physicality

Taking Metaphors Seriously: Femininity as Discourse

A Question of Touch

Clothing the body

The Body and Mimetic Excess

Femininity as'Work!

Skin

The Ultimate Scrutiny: Slut is the Heaviest Word!

'That's WhatYou Get For Having Nice Legs!'

The moral discourse of feminine embodiment: 'rightful' possession

Disco Rap

Ingestion: You are what you eat

Food that is not food

Keeping the Insides in

Conclusion

44

45

49

53

54

54

56

51

59

6l
63

65

61

68

69

CHAPTER 3:

11

71

BO

81

82

84

86

89

96

98

100

102

104

105

106

108

111

113

tl4

CHAPTER 4: TEDDY BEAR CHAINS AND VIOLENT FBMMES
Introduction: Spaces to Play

Place as spaces of power relations

115

116

vlt



Play as a Negotiation of Space

Rediscovering 'The Lost Forest'

Redefining Space: unsettling the private and public divide

Domestic Spheres: The Problems of Gaining Access

Domestic Spheres: Rights of Access

Sara's Room: Into the dragon's lair
Fran's Room: 'Yeah! I enjoy being myself!'

Grace's Room: Smelly Teddies and Violent Femmes

Fantasy as Practical Nostalgia

Fantasy as New Age Romanticism

Fantasy as Serious Play and Mimetic Excess

Private Space? What private space?

This is my place: Janine's room

Don't be Such a Child! Claire's Room

Retum to Diane's private space in context

Conclusion: Moving into the public

CHAPTER s (PUBLTC) SPACE TNVADERS

Introduction: Public Space? Whose Public Space?

The Myth of 'Public'Space

No Smoking, Drinking or Fornication!

Youth and Access to Public Space

Ethnic Identity: 'I'm an Aussie, really. I'm an Aussie'

A Question of Trespass

Spaces to Play: The Streets as Public Stage

Space Invaders: the art of appropriation

Toilets are for Talking

Raves: Legitimating Space for Illicit Activities

Shrines

Conclusion

CHAPTER 6: LEARNING TO PLAY IT COOL
Introduction: When is a group not a group...?

Constituting the Self through Friendship

Groups and Cliques: The creation of exclusivity

The Fluid Formation of Groups

The Art of Being Cool!

'Cool' equals Self-Possession

Getting the Look

Hilary's School Groups

t20
t23
127

131

135

t3'7

139

14t
142

t43
t45
145

147

148

151

153

155

156

160

162

167

170

t72

114

177

178

180

t82

183

184

185

190

194

195

197

199

v1l1



CHAPTER 7:

CHAPTER 8: STRIKING POSES

Concluding Remarks

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Diane's School Groups

Sara's School Groups: a search for belonging

Into Fran's School Group

Discussion:'Coolness' revisited

Critiquing Subcultural Theory

The Problem of Style

Adolescence as Problem

Conclusion

MUSIC IS IN MY SOUL

Introduction: Why Music Matters

The Magic of Music

Music and Cultural Identity

The Technologised Self

Desperately Seeking Authenticity :

Music and Bodily Praxis

Music and Other Bodies

Questions of authenticity revisited:

On not dancing like a Try Hard

Music Production and the Search for The Real Me

Music and the Mise en Scène

Music and Symbolic Boundaries

The Rave at Old Adelaide Jail

Madonna Concert - 1.12.93

Conclusion

202

206

208

2II
212

213

2t6
2t9

220

222

225

227

23t
232

236

240

241

242

243

245

250

252

2s6

IX



List of Photographs/ video stills

Figure 1

Figure 2

Figures 3 and 4

Figure 5

Figure 6

Figure 7

Figure 8

Figure 9

Figure 10

Figure 11

Figure 12

Figure 13

Figure 14

Figures 15 and 16

Figure 17

Ceci N'est Pas Une Jeune Fille
My goodness That is me!

Cirkidz sheds

Mary in the sports store

Fran in performance

Fran in sophisticated mode

Dancing to Peter André

Grace and her best friend

You need a smoke!

Hilary in a contemplative mood

Seek the magic!

The Lost Forest

A memorial shrine

Fran performs before her audience

Janelle drums for Black Image

frontispiece

30

38

62

66

66

68

87

96

124

r25
t26
181

234

235

X



ABSTRACT

Academic accounts of Youth in post-industrial societies often tend to celebrate young

women's pleasurable engagement with particular leisure activities or specific 'feminised'

generic texts as resistance to the hegemonic demands of Capitalism. Overall, there remains a

lack of analytical distinction between cultural text and lived experience. This thesis seeks to

address this silence, by taking a full account of the lived reality of these teenagers. It explores

the intricacies of the girls' micro-social lived realities within larger macro-social contexts.

Exploring the notion of identity as process, its main analytical lens centres on the process of
'self-making' by ten teenage girls, living in Adelaide, South Australia in the mid 1990s.

Drawing from cross-cultural Anthropological paradigms of identity, the main hypothesrs

argues for the strategic role of play in the constitution of 'self-making'. This is contextualised

within an analytical framework of 'social praxeology', highlighting the importance of social

networks to the ways the teenage participants themselves perceived and negotiated

subjectivities. The thesis argues that the young participants in this study acquired their sense

of cultural (self) identities through three aspects of 'bodily praxis'- place, space and play.

From this perspective, 'self-making' becomes a project, continually and impossibly in the

process of completion, negotiated through a variety of conflicting social helds. From this

perspective too, what were previously perceived as lighthearted acts of 'play' have become

crucial tools in the hard work of 'self-making'. Moreover, cultural commodities and artefacts

must be understood as intrinsically separate from lived reality, not seen as blurred into an all-

encompassing'text'. Their significance can only depend upon the ways they emerge from

everyday life to become meaningful.

While the understandings of the girls and their familial and social groupings provided the focal

point to the analysis, these were framed within the perspectives of sixty-hve other young

people and over fifty significant adults in various social institutions and wider social networks.

These perceptions of the lived realities have been further contextualised by an equally

rigorous, reflexive analysis of the research process itself.
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CHAPTER 2

..IT'S DIFFERENT TO A MIRROR COS IT TALKS TO YOU"

Photography implies instant access to the real. But the results of this instant access

are another way of creating distance. To possess the world in the form of images is,

precisely, to re-experience the unreality and remoteness of the real (Susan Sontag

1977:164).

The most important thing I have got from making this video is the chance to anal¡,5¿

m),self a bit ... and that nteans to see myself the way others see me. It is also a chance

to look at myself and my morals and see whetlær that is how I really want to be

portrayed (Fran).

Introduction

Fran's words above were spoken in direct address to the camera as she contemplated her

film-making and the role of editing in her self-representation. Inadvertently, she rephrases

Susan Sontag's observations through her own experiences. Her words hint at both the

conscious and unconscious processes, the simultaneous acknowledgment of engagement

and distance involved in such a task. There is both "the chance to analyse myself a bit" (an

opportunity to see herself as she is, the belief that her identity is 'fixed' or already

established, in some way) and the "chance to...see how I really want to be portrayed" (the

means To recreate the image, the belief that her identity can be reinvented). What already

is and what can be, representation and referent merge at that moment. On another occasion

in my fieldwork, fifteen year old Hilary also captured this paradox in a striking visual

image. She held a small mirror up to her face in her left hand while her right hand held the

small video camera. The effect in the video frame was an image of Hilary's face, complete

with camera lens turned upon herself and symbolically enclosed within her own hand. In

the background of the frame, distinct although in less-sharp focus, was a television set.r

In the previous chapter, I argued that the pov/er and transformative quality of play were

essential to the process whereby young people reflect upon and constitute their (gendered,

I See figure 2 on page 30
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selÐ identities. Here I introduce two aspects of play, the concept of 'serious play' for that

which cotld conceivably be real and the concept of 'fantasy' or 'unreal play' for that which

could not be real - moments of exaggeration or mimetic excess. For the young women in

my fieldwork, serious play andfantasy both constinrted self-making. They were the essential

ingredients in reflexivity, in experimenting with and exploring gendered personhood.

Figure 2: My Goodness, this is Me!

Further, I argue that the role that popular culture played in the production of that self-

identity was salient, for television, music, film and magazines were the sites of the

production of such play and fantasy, not simply the means of consumption. In other words,

the production through play of 'the possibly real' and fantasy, (the 'could-not-be-real')

and, thereby the constitution of identity itself, was a very active exploratory process. Both

activities frequently utilise and find expression in popular culture. In this chapter I focus

on one aspect of that process, the effect of self-recognition and self-creation through the

mechanism and power of the camera lens. I am exploring how the very attempt at image-

making and the final product through such technology blurs the lines between

representation and what is being represented; signifier and signified integrate and mesh

within the everyday experience. The central concept underlying this process is that of
mimesis, the blurring of self and 'other'.

I begin in this chapter by describing the introduction of the video camera into my

fieldwork, outlining the reasons for its use and its particular efficacy. This section is

therefore concerned with the camera both as a methodological tool and also as a

significant cultural symbol - the different meanings which are potentially evoked by

its presence and the significance of that presence. The first aspect, the discussion of the

camera as methodological tool, requires an account of the process of my placement in

the field. I detail the difficulties of my initial contact with the ten young women in my
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research and their social worlds, underscoring the problems for an adult researcher of
becoming accepted as an 'insider' in female teenage friendship groupings. I then

illustrate the efficacy of the particular strategies I undertook to ameliorate the situation.

As an aspect of detailing the process of fieldwork, I introduce the notion of the different

friendship 'clusters' or 'groupings' which the girls occupied. It was through these small

friendship groups that I initially got to know the girls. It was only after my greater

personal involvement with each individual that I was able to untangle the social

networks more specifically and discover how and why they were connected and where

these webs overlapped.

I am therefore using the concept of 'cluster' in a very specific way, elaborated in the main

text and through the following chapters, for these friendship groups were very much part

of adult and parental social networks. In my developing schema and through their use of

the camera, the ten participants still need to be considered from their own perspective as

ten 'nuclei' at the centre of ten wider, sometimes integrated and sometimes overlapping

social networks. While it would be tempting to see these wider networks in terms of class

or ethnicity that would be to suggest a simplistic hegemonic sense of identity (Harré 1981)

which I did not find in my fieldwork. These social networks were certainly symbolically

bounded (Cohen 1986) in that each network was constituted by parlicular characteristics

which were emphasised as being central to its sense of identity. Yet at different times

certain characteristics and components of that identity were emphasised by the network

members while other aspects were played down.

For example, as I noted in the previous chapte¡ the Aboriginal girls all shared aspects of a

common social network in that they all identified as Nunga (many were biologically

related in some way), they were all inhabitants of the same industrial working class area

of the city and went to the same school. There were moments in my fieldwork when these

girls clearly articulated their sense of Aboriginality through their speech, their actions,

their dress. Yet at other times this aspect of their identity was pushed aside into the

background as they placed greater emphasis on their membership of a rock band, and

therefore they saw themselves more importantly, at that moment and place, as musicians,

not primarily Aboriginal musicians. In another setting, they identified as members of their

female school community as opposed to another school group, a school group that

included many non-Aboriginal members. These were not separate identities of course, but

like the ephemeral and varied patterns in a kaleidoscope that 'gel' at a particular moment,

possible coherent patterns within a larger whole framework. Such patterns were not

random but possibilities within a limited frame of probability. A more appropriate

extended metaphor for my purposes would be the camera frame. Within the camera frame

we attempt to capture representations of ourselves or the 'selves' of others seemingly
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'frozen'in time.2 The still photographic images we decide to keep and approve of, retained

in an album or drawer, do not capture the whole self but represent an ephemeral syntagm

within alarger paradigm of potentialities.3

The second section of this chapter involving consideration of the camera as cultural symbol

leads inevitably into a fuller account of mimesis and consideration of the related role (and

gendering) of technology within and outside of domestic spaces. Although the girls used a

video camera most of the time rather than a single reflex camera (although they did employ

both in the telling of their stories) the same essential apparatus and symbolism underlie both

types of technology. In both, a framing device is used to select and separate specific images

from the surounding cacophony of people, scenery and 'things'. This leads us to consider the

narrative forms the girls employed in their use of the camera, for these generic styles are not

separate from ways of seeing and of knowing. Selection and narrative are ways of making

sense, interpreting and giving cohesion to something that inherently seems without order.

Secondly, the camera, whether it reproduces either still or moving images, is an instrument

ofcontrol. Sontag (1911) points out that even on the level ofpopular discourse the camera

has replaced the gun as a phallic symbol. We talk, for example, of loading, aiming and

shooting the camera. 'We capture our subject in the sight of the camera. One situation

where the metaphor has become actuality, she argues, is in Africa. There the photographic

safari has largely replaced the gun safari for "nature has ceased to be what it has always

been - what people need protection from. Now nature - tamed, endangered, mortal

needs to be protected from people" (15). So we capture images on film. Yet I would

disagree with Sontag on this last point. I argue that it is precisely because nature has not

been tamed that we use the camera. It is because we are trying to control, to obtain a sense

of order and cohesion on something that still refuses to be tamed, that we are so enamoured

2 Sontag talks of the photographic image as being like a "neat slice of time"(17). She is in fact distinguishing
here between still photography and film o¡ video. However I would argue that the difference is not so
signifìcant and in fact that her insights concerning photography are particularly applicable to my observations
ofvideousage. Forexample,Sontag'scommentsthat"photographsfurnishevidence...aphotographpassesfor
incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened. The picture may distort; but there is always a presumption
that something exists, or did exist, which is like what's in the picture." (5 and also "after the event has ended
the picture will still exist, conferring on the event a kind of immortality (and importance) it would never
otherwise have enjoyed"(1 1).
3 To speak of an encompassing paradigm makes my argument vulnerable to the criticism of structuralism ancl

pre-determinism (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992. See also Free 1996). However, I am describing a dynamic
process focussing on lhe rclationsålp between agency and structure. That is, I am emphasising the dialectic
process that exists between the subjective understanding of events and the taken-for-granted material
conditions, the symbolic boundaries in which the agent is positioned and which she consciously and
unconsciously acknowledges. Such a process underlies the concept of habitus. As Bourdieu has argued:
"social agents will actively determine, on the basis of these socially and historically constituted categories of
perception and appreciation, the situation that determines them, One can even say Thaf social agents are
determined onl¡, to the extent that thq' cletermine lhemselves. But the categories of perception and appreciation
which provide the principle of this (self) determination are themselves largely determined by the social and
economic constitutions of their constitution" (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 136).
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by the photographic image. Sanders points out that with the camera now more commonly

in the hands of the amateur, the word 'shot'has been replaced by 'snap'. The 'snap'

connotes shock, a sudden break, a capture ofreality by surprise rather than the long careful

framing of life by the professional.

The snap is the break between the gaze and the 'I'that signihes both the subject's

disappearance and the (misconstrued) reappearance in the photo (Sanders 1980: l).

The nuclear family that refuses to be ideal and whole in spite of the adverts to the contrary

seemingly becomes unitary and linked again through the narrative of our photos and

photograph album. Photographic frames allow us to create ourselves; they "facilitate a

ready reflexivity" (Peace 1991: 12). This last point emphasises the linking theme of this

chapter and the wider thesis, that of identity as process. Identity refuses to be static so we

attempt to contain something that is continually in the process of beconting, continually in

flux. It is carefully 'managed' within a larger comfortable psychic 'fit' whether that

psychic fit is how we imagine ourselves to be or whether it is how we represent ourselves

to others and ourselves in material form - in the photograph album, in the picture frame

above the television set (Peace 1991) or in the home video. It is this social and cultural fit
which Bourdieu (1992) calls "the sense of the game". In describing one aspect of that

process, the simultaneous effect of self-recognition and self-creation through the

mechanism and power of the camera lens, I am looking at how that process integrates,

interweaves and in some cases, blurs the lines between fantasy and everyday experiences

while simultaneously holding them in a tension of difference.

To begin then, I elaborate on the concept of mimesis, its application to my area of research

and an incident which took place at the beginning of my f,reldwork which rather poignantly

illustrated for me the complex power of fantasy and play.

Mimesis and Methodology: An alternative view of the city

Janine,'Wanda and Janelle, members of an Aboriginal all-female teenage rock band, had

been videoing themselves in the park. In the Botanic Gardens, where they chose to start

their film, they had practised interviewing each other and playing with the camera. We had

been there all day in forty degree heat and now, hot and tired, we were wandering back to

the train station to go home. We set off down North Terrace, Adelaide's aesthetically fine

main boulevard, lined with museums, galleries and marble statues - reminders of the

city's rich and formal colonial past. Suddenly the seriousness of their earlier videoing

changed. Wanda gave us an alternative view of the city, directly addressing the camera

which was still held by Janelle:
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"Here," shesaidtothecantera,sottoyoceandbeckoningwithherfinger,"I'llshotv

),ou something!" She led the camera over to the Wor memorial fountain, an

impressive monument with its solemn stone angels and its marÐ,red immortal soldier.

"'Ere is where TtsY conle when ),ou're a bit stuck for the fare home after a nigltt out

andy6¡1'r, been experiencing too much alcohol". She led the camera around the

back of the fountain to the small wishin.g well. " See? " Wanda winked knowing\, 6¡

the comera and still in a slightly hushed voice, as though she 'vvere sharing a secret

between friends. "You conte 'ere, lifi up the'yvire and take enough to get 'ome". She

shrugs exrtggeratedl¡,. "It's eas¡t!" 5¡t then Led the camerafurther do'pvn the street,

serious purposeful demeanour - investigative journalism perfected - while Janelle

continued to film. She stopped beþre some young women at a bus stop. "Excuse nte.

Would ¡,s¡1 like to be in a documentary?" Tlte camera caught their nervous

expressions. "What is it on? " thq, crtlæ¿. "Wonten and sex," replied Wanda, before

stveeping ontvards majesticall¡, towards the station.

The oretic al framew orks

The anecdote about Janine and her friends encapsulates, for me, the basis of my argument

in this chapter. Before my eyes, these young women subverted what had been a serious

attempt to capture themselves 'authentically' on video, by turning it into a very funny

parody of the whole difficult exercise. In speaking (with winks and nods to the camera) of
"experiencing alcohol," of being at the railway station at night or stealing money from the

war veterans' fountain, the girls were deliberately overturning at least two discourses: f,rrst

the documentary mode itself and secondly a racislsexist discourse. Articulating the very

stereotypes that would usually be used against them as young Aboriginal v/omen -
underage drinking, petty crime and vandalism ("'Ere's where you get your fare home") and

overt sexual activity ("women and sex") - the girls appeared to be taking control of these

negative images. Yet, what is more significant was that none of these depictions appeared

on their final footage, neatly edited for public consumption. There, we only saw a group

of young Aboriginal women who showed us the fun of practising in their rock band with

friends or being with a large extended family at home. What is happening here? Why the

gap? In what ways does the camera allow a play with image and identity to occur, a play

that is both unsettling and liberating at the same time?

Identity as process: play and mimesís

Engagement with popular culture, especially for young people, is a complex dialectic

activity, one that oscillates repeatedly between total engagement and a balancing, knowing
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distanciation. In my previous chapter I argued for the serious nature of play and for a

modification of the false distinction between work and play that has existed in Westem

discourse since industrialisation. From my own observations and understandings of the

young women in this study, I perceived their involvement with popular culture to be a

deeply engrossing, embodied play a "deep play" (Geertz 1975, 1983), an

experimentation with aesthetics, form and image that was experienced through the body and

infused with meaning. There'was no total unthinking abandonment to pleasure, although

there were moments of disengagement with the everyday; indeed sometimes their play

bordered on the perilous where serious risk-taking took place.a This was not the play of

people who believe that their actions could be, in some way, ultimately politically

subversive. A legitimate scepticism interfused this play - the scepticism of those who

know that they too can create images and knowledge, can subvert socially-sanctioned

conventions, but that ultimately such a stance as proactive was illusory; it was, after all, in

popular discourse 'just play'. The concept of play being used here is not so much about

changing the rules, or of calculatedly implementing strategies, but rather, a knowing

stretching out of the constraints and symbolic boundaries, like the pulling of an elastic band

to the limits of its tension. Such play is indeed "a feel for the game" (Bourdieu 1971,7990;

Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). Seen in this light, play has a very serious function indeed.

Here, then, I am using the concept of play to describe a pafticular process of representation

and identification; processes that incorporate, reflect on and depict the individual everyday

experiences and perspectives of growing up female in Adelaide, South Australia, in the mid

1990s. The introduction of the camera during the fieldwork, offered a 'symbolic' space to

play, to experiment, a step into the subjunctive I shall detail below - but,

simultaneously, it highlighted the usual difficulties and constraints the girls experienced in

their search for "alternative selves" (Schechner 1993:39).

Play in action

The use of the video camera as a methodolgical tool only occuned to me after I realised

the extreme difficulty of 'entering' or at least having comfortable and regular access to

teenage groups that, almost by definition, would be closed to me as an adult researcher.

My first attempts to gain access were quite inappropriately optimistic, naive and

awkward. I had assumed that my previous experiences as a teacher, a parent of teenage

children and, to some extent, my status as a university researcher would somehow -

a Here I am particularly referring to drug taking, sexual promiscuity without appropriate concern for birth
control or sexually-transmitted dìseases, but other more casual risk-taking took place which involved
experimentation with the body in various forms.
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openup doors, and reveal confidences. In some ways, I had also believed that being of
the same gender and sharing the same broad Australian culture would be a bonus to my

acceptance. My initial clumsy contact with potential participants was through Bowden

Brompton Youth Circus, affectionately nicknamed by the group itself and known through

the wider community as Cirkidz.s

Cirkidz was a community Youth Arts group instigated in 1985 by Tony Hannan and

Michael Vesta who "first pulled kids off the street to teach them circus skills".6 Both

young men in their capacity as youth workers had worked with quite a variety of young

people with problems and difficulties. Their particular insight was to use their own

background training in, and knowledge of, circus skills to help young people who were

socially and materially disadvantaged. In other words, the skills gained through circus

training were perceived by the staff to be socially and emotionally enabling in more ways

than just physical attainment. Ian, the director of the circus school at the time of my

fieldwork, articulated the advantage of circus training in this way: "This is a unique

opportunity for these people...I think the art or whatever you call it of circus itself is a very

empowering thing because of the activities you do".7

The empowerment was understood to be four-fold. Firstly it was based on the body. In
Cirkidz young people learnt to take risks and experiment with their bodies in safe ways

which they could not do outside the circus. Risk-taking with the body in adolescence is

not unusual. Experiments with legal and illegal drug-taking, body-piercing and extreme

physical states are commonly documented and have been so over a long period of time

(Young l9l7;Brake 1984; Dorn & South 1989; Redhead 1993,1995;Kozicki 1986; Iso-

Aholas & Crowley 1991;Rojek 1989). The difference at Cirkidz was that these risks

were channelled into positive socially-acceptable skills. The young people learnt to

regard their bodies in ways that were less common in the discourses which circulate in

popular culture and the various media concerning western youth life-styles. For example,

the new skills which the girls learnt were often more dependent on strength than

aesthetics. Both young men and women learnt that being strong and in control of their

bodies ,was a positive attribute. Several young women, including one of the staff

members, told me on different occasions how excited they were to discover through

Cirkidz that they were strong.

s ln lg94 the name was ofhcially changed from Bowden Brompton Youth Circus ¡o Cirkidz Inc. because it was
realised that the circus was unlikely to be staying in its current location in Bowden Brompton, There was also
the realisation, as indicated below in the main text, that the circus had to attract other funding to survive
economically and therefore had to widen its perceived participation base.
6 Information obtained from Bowden Brompton Community Youth Circus, Marketing Action Plan, Interim
Report, ABK Marketing and Communication Consultants, 11th Sept. 1993:3.
7 Information given in private conversation.
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Secondly, children at Cirkidz learnt to be co-operatively part of a team which was built on

mutual trust not competition. If the participants were performing acrobatic or tumbling

tasks, one child's awareness of the placement of her own body guaranteed the safety of
another child. Agaìn this relates to strength, as one of the most valued members of the

team is the person who forms the base of the human pyramid; that is, the person who

"holds everyone else up".

Thirdly, pedagogy was tackled differently at Cirkidz from the way it would usually be

encountered at other, more formal educational institutions. Each participant was

encouraged to learn at her own pace.t The classes were not formally structured at that time

but worked on a mentor basis. Each child was free to approach a tutor in order to learn

how to acquire specific skills.

Fourthly, the circus school was proactive in advocating social skills and social justice. It
emphasised healthy lifestyle practices and attempted to combat ethnic and sexual

prejudice, through open discussion, posters, pamphlets and example. All these aspects of
the circus were acknowledged, and seen by the staff and parents as positive learning

experiences for the children and teenagers.e

I had learnt of the organisation some years earlier as my own children had been members

there and therefore I also knew that the school attracted a range of young people from

different socio-economic backgrounds. As was the case with many parents, I first leamt

aboú Cirkidz through word of mouth, not through formal advertising or promotion. My
son had decided to try a session because one ofhis friends hadjoined. Because he enjoyed

the activities, my daughter also wanted to attend.

At the time of my fieldwork Cirkidz was still based at Bowden Brompton, an industrial

inner-city area.to Bowden Brompton was one of the first parts of the city to be established,

its narrow streets and factories flanking the main arterial road heading to Port Adelaide. It
was therefore a very old part of the city, patently a materially-impoverished and working-

class district with very little of the trendy refurbishments apparent in other inner city areas.

Its grimy exterior (rich with graffiti) reflected its particular attributes of high youth

unemployment, diverse ethnic mix and extreme pollution from the nearby chemical and

other industrial factories. There was also, though, a sense of 'community' that perhaps was

not to be found so easily in the newer suburbs. This group identification founded on locale

t Vy'hil" this is frequently the stated aim ofmost schools I have yet to discover a school which was actually able
to realise this ideal. Size of classes and other demands mitigate against this admirable aim.
e More specific examples of Cirkidz's concern with the embodiment are given in Chapter 3.
r0 At time of writing, there are only two such youth circus 'schools' operating in Australia, The Fl¡,ittg Fruit
Fllt Ç¡rrut based at Albury NSW and Cirkklz.
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was manifest in the numbers of residents I discovered who would turrì up to school fetes,

public meetings and political rallies concerning local issues like threatened school or

factory closures. It was in this setting that Cirkidz existed in its old battered but richly

decorated tin shed.

Figures 3 & 4: Cirkiclz sheds 1993-1994

Many local children still attended the circus school, as was originally intended, sometimes

through recommendations from their school or just because it was in their area and it gave

them, in their own words, "something to do" and in the adults' view "kept them off the

streets". The fees for the classes for these participants were minimal or waived. However,

as indicated above, through word of mouth, the circus over the years had started attracting

children from different socio-economic backgrounds right across metropolitan Adelaide.

By 1993, in some circus classes, relatively affluent middle-class children, often from

Iil
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highly-educated backgrounds, rubbed shoulders and shared activities with others from

very different economic and material circumstances and from different ethnic groups.t'

The significance of this and the connections between the families will be detailed

throughout the thesis. For now, suffice to say that for my purposes at that time Cirkidz

seemed ideal in that it offered immediate contact with a wide range of young people.

As a unique organisation Cirkidz seemed the ideal basis for a particularly rich case study,

It was to be my first stepping-stone, an initial access to a range of young people and their

social networks. I believed my initial contact for fieldwork would be relatively easy. I was

already a familiar parental face at the organisation as in the recent past I had come to

deliver or pick up my own children after class. An additional bonus for my particular

research project was that, at tbat time, there were quite a few girls enrolled.r2 I emphasise

again that I did not intend my research to focus purely on the organisation itself, but on

some of the participants who regularly attended and their regular locales, including the

circus. Having sought permission from the director of Cirkidz and explained my purpose,

I approached some of the teenage girls after a class and naively asked if anyone would be

interested in taking part in a research project outside of Cirkidz. In complete contrast to

my idealised envisioned response, the reaction from the teenagers was immediately

negative and suspicious. One girl viewed me guardedly through a screen of hair and asked

astutely, "What do you want to know?". Taken back by her frankness, I answered lamely

and stupidly "about you".

A dffirent strategy

Feeling foolish and disheartened, I knew I needed a different strategy. I had to be able to

offer something that would break down the barriers, the obvious and the invisible, between

me as an adult researcher and the girls as teenage subjects. On my next visit to Cirkidzl
determined not to arrive 'empty handed' but rather to offer some means of reciprocity. I
had already formulated the notion of the camera and of thus providing the means for the

girls to construct representations of themselves. The technology could, I believed, offer a

number of positive dimensions to my research. Firstly, I believed the girls could be

interested in learning the practical skill of using a camera and producing a visual record

for themselves. In this way I reasoned I would not simply be learning from the participants

ll The perceived negative sicle of this change was that it was seen as a change in direction and focus of the
circus. Over the time of my fieldwork I was told several times by the different adult staff members, often with
regret, that because of the changing ciientele and because of need to attract a wider base of funding, the school
was no longer a Community Arts organisation. It had become aYouth Arts programme which served the whole
of the metropolitan area.
t2 The circus did not consciously try and keep the numbers ofchilclren attending the classes equitable in terms
of gender. The administrators at that time simply took children on the basis of need and interest.
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of the study, I would be able to teach and offer something in return if they so wished. This,

I felt was a particularly important ethical consideration because of the inevitable power-

relationship involved due to the relatively young age and education level of my potential

participants, noted in the previous chapter.r3

Secondly, the camera could justify my presence in the girls' familial and social groups and

could offer a viable incentive for their wanting to be involved in my research. It could

provide me with a role within the groups that the girls could readily accept. Finally, it
could enable a close contact and developing relationship with the girls not only in a public

setting but in a more private domestic setting. At this early stage I also hoped that the

camera would venture where it would be inappropriate or impossible for me to go in
person as an outsider and an adult. Perhaps it would then provide a vicarious

understanding of these more private spaces through the girls' discussion or even showing

of their filming. It could perhaps facilitate a close contact with their families and friends,

significant others in their lives. The camera is, as Diane Arbus indicates, "a kind of license.

A lot of people, they want to be paid that much attention and that's a reasonable kind of
attention to be paid."ra

As the methodology proceeded I also realised that the use of the camera was able to

provide the means of giving the participants an authoritative voice which was distinct from

mine and from any official voice. This is not to say that the girls might not deliberately

have chosen a way of representing themselves that echoed an official or adult voice,

perhaps responding to what they felt was expected of them, or even subconsciously

responding in this way. That was of course a consideration and even a probability but the

possibilities of alternative interpretations and expressions were still there. This is not to

suggest naively that the products of their videos would somehow speak for themselves -
that what the girls filmed and produced would somehow be a more authentic version of
how they saw their worlds than my interpretation of events. I did not believe that the

product of the video camera was ever simply a reflection of what was, of actuality

somehow raw and unprocessed just waiting to be discovered. Rather, I perceived that the

methodology was a way of making clearer the process of mutual discovery and creativity

of both the researcher and subjects. That is, the camera offered insights into the 'layering'

of ethnography, the different ways understanding and knowledge are negotiated and

realised as part of everyday transactions in the world. As Wagner observed, "The ethics

'3 Helen Callaway's work (1992) among others, and valuable critiques especially by feminist anthropologists,
have raised the issue of representation and ethnographic authority. In the preface to Callaway's book the
authors write "participant observation involves either close or superficial rapport with a variety ofindividuals.
Their specificity is often lost or generalised in the standard monograph which tends to present the society
through the overarching authority of the named autho¡...In the construction of the fìnal ethnography, not only
are the voices of many others concealed but also that of the author" (xi).

'a Diun" Arbus quoted in Susan Sontag 1977: 191 .

40



and methodologies of fieldwork should become 'transparent' to the creativity being

studied. We should subordinate their (various theoretical) assumptions and preoccupations

to the inventiveness of the 'subject peoples', so as not to preempt their creativíty within our

own invention" (Wagner 1975: I59 original emphasis).

It was this transparency that I felt could be made more explicit by the methodology I had

chosen. Just as the teenagers' involvement with the process of the documentary-making

alleviated somewhat the potentially exploitative power-relation, so did this provision for

the participants to 'speak' in their own voice and to choose from their footage what they

wanted others to view and hear. They could select sections that they wanted others to see,

which reflected how they interpreted their experiences, both from their initial 'framing' of

their worlds and from later deciding to exhibit only partial views of that material. My

interest would be to see what aspects of their lives they took for granted, which images they

regarded as indexical and which they regarded as iconic. What aspects would be recorded,

what aspects would be ignored or edited out from the final footage. V/hat would not be

filmed would be as interesting to consider as what was selected for the camera. The

methodology was inevitably creating an ethnography which highlighted a greaf deal about

the ethnographic process.

Because I wanted the camera to be as unobtrusive in the girls'lives as possible, I obtained

through the university the most compact Hi 8 camera available on the market at that time.

In other research of this kind that I have learnt of since my fieldwork, one of the important

differences was the source of the funding, which impacts on many aspects of the

methodology including the size of the camera. Valerie Walkerdine in her recent British

study of teenage girls and their mothers also used a video camera so that her teenage

subjects could make "video diaries".ls She successfully approached a television station

for her funding but was then constrained in a number of ways. Inevitably, these

constraints affected the manner and form of the process of filming and the resulting video

material. The television station quite reasonably insisted on training the girls in use of the

expensive camera equipment before they gave the funding. They also wanted to ensure

that the resulting footage would have commercial viability. This meant only a

professional camera was used which is considerably larger, heavier and more

cumbersome than the one I used. Furthermore, although the girls had'a say' in the final

selection of their own material for editing, the polished footage was selectively intercut;

material from the different videos was juxtaposed to deliberately emphasise class

difference and drama. The resulting video therefore, although polished and clever, looked

remarkably like a parody of SilvaniaWaters, an Australian-British soapumentary of 'real'

'5 She usecl questionnaires, surveys and tong interviews with the mothers but felt the teenagers needed to
express their ideas less directly through image.
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people in New South Wales.'u The girls in Walkerdine's documentary footage used a great

deal of direct address to the camera, speaking sotto voce with knowing winks and nods

while deliberately leaving the camera running to capture parental conflict. The television

producers deliberately intercut some original footage from an Anglo-Celtic middle class

girl, where she was talking about crashing her mother's car, with material from the video

diary of a girl from a working class Jamaican background. That girl was talking about

boredom and unemployment. It was interesting video material, but certainly selected and

edited according to the television station's agenda, fitting into preconceived ideas about

class and ethnic issues in Britain. Its ethnographic value in terms of 'unprocessed' footage

by the young film-makers themselves, was therefore diminished.

The quality of the footage obtained through the small domestic Hi 8 camera in my own

fieldwork was still broadcast quality and the camera would perform in very low-light

conditions.rT On the other hand, the camera itself was light and easily operated with one

hand. Unlike the size of usual professional Hi 8 cameras this one was small enough to be

considered as very domestic, comfortable within the home environment as well as being

unobtrusive in more public places.rs I did not offer the girls the use of any external

microphones or lights in order to keep the use of the camera as simple and as 'casual' as

possible. The emphasis was that they would be able to experiment and play with the

camera rather than aim to produce high aesthetic quality of footage.

There was an additional and unexpected effect of using this domestic format which I had

not originally appreciated. In the final edited version of the documentary, the girls'original

Hi 8 footage was framed within a more polished studio Betacam production, where the

girls spoke directly to camera.le This distinction between home shot video' and more

polished footage inevitably emphasised the difference between'rehearsal' and

'performance', a very concrete demonstration of Goffman's notion of 'back stage'and

'front stage'. On the most obvious level, the juxtaposition of the two formats stressed the

distinction between the footage taken 'then' (filmed three years earlier), and the 'now'

r6 Information gainecl through personal discussion with Valerie Walkerdine and viewing of her footage at a

conference in Queensland 1996.
r7 My original funding source \üas from the University of Aclelaide. This provided the camera for a periocl of
15 months and the money for video tapes, transport and incidental costs. The money for post production was
from The Australia Council for the Arts. This was from their Community Arts funding which enabled groups
from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds to produce an art work. The money therefore was used for post
production so that each girl could select aspects of their original footage and learn to edit and complete the
final film.
r8 My instinct in this regard proved to be right as the following anecdote suggests. Claire had 'reserved' the
camera through me for an important event she wanted to film. However when the time came for her to have
the camera it was discovered to be faulty. Because the event was important and obviously of limited duration,
I hired another Hi 8 camera for her to use while ours was being repaired. She took the new camera but returned
it unused after the weekend. "It was too large," she said. Not only was it too cumbersome for her but it looked
too obvious and too obtrusive to bejust present and eventually ignored in a social situation.t'I huu" submittecl the completed documentary with this thesis to illustrate these aspects of the research.
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footage (videoed when the girls were looking back at their younger 'selves'). On a more

theoretically exciting level the contrast also made visible the different layerings that are

usually obfuscated in the gap between any research project and the final polished product;

the interpretive gulf between the 'messy' open fieldwork and the more closed, narrowly

focused, ethnographic text, for example. The whole process of the girls' own selecting of
the footage, framing the material and editing the video highlighted for me the elaborate

process of writing an ethnographic text, problematising the issues and consequences of
particular underlying, but frequently unacknowledged, epistemologies.20 I will return to

this aspect in my final chapter.

As an extended aspect of this methodology I deliberately chose not to teach the girls the

usual standard ways of producing a documentary from a developed, written script to the

film; that is, the traditional and admittedly the most established, efficient and economic

(Western) way of telling a story through film or video.2r Rather, I suggested that the girls

approached their 'stories'in a more experimental, open-ended manner. They did not need

to think of a script. They could employ the camera exactly as they liked; they could film
alone, with friends, with family or with strangers. Each participant could hold the camera

or direct others to video for her. She could choose anything at all for her subject matter

although I hoped that she would be able to indicate, in discussion with me afterwards, or

demonstrate, how and why it was meaningful to her in some way. What that 'meaning'

would be and how they would interpret this brief, was another layer I hoped to learn as I
observed the process of the video making.22

Unlike the single reflex camera where the unacceptable images are never taken and

therefore not perceived, or if they are captured on film, are discarded to sit in a drawer or

are thrown in the bin, this method revealed what was frequently invisible, what was

unacceptable or even unknowable by the girls themselves. It appeared in the raw footage

they took but which then was rejected from their final film (as in the case of Janine's

footage discussed above) or it appeared in the glaring gaps of what they did not film in the

first place. This material was not filmed either because it was too obvious to them to be

noteworthy (we select 'events'from our lives to memorialise on film as suggested by Peace

'0 It is intererting that the ABC television show Frontlirte, the highly successful parody of Current affairs
programmes, chose to use a domestic Hi 8 camera for most of their footage for exactly the same reasons that
I did. (c/ Frontine Television Productions 1995). Again, within the programme, the deliberate juxtaposing of
the different production modes and values, Hi 8 and the more polished Betacam, makes a clever formal
distinction between the different realities of the polished studio performance and those scenes that are
supposedly away from the camera. In the case of the programme the difference highlights and reveals the
artifice that masquerades as 'reality' and raises corresponding ethical issues.
2l See earlier comment concerning Valerie Walkerdine's problems in this regard.
22 Although many homes do possess this technology, the cameras are not often seen as something the younger
members of the house can 'play' or 'experiment with'. Just as use of the television and video recorders in the
home are frequently strictly controlled (Morley 1981) so I discovered are the video cameras.

43



1991) or because it was too threatening to place on camera. In sum then, I believed that I
would learn through the camera and through the process of representation what the girls

believed they could afiiculate and what was probably unsayable by them because it was

unknowable, the unquestioned and taken-for-granted aspects of their lives.

Cluster 7: Meeting Sara, Kate,Wendy, and Cindy

When I returned to Církidz the following week and offered the use of the camera to

different teenage girls, I had a very positive excited response in sharp contrast to my initial
search for participants. Four girls, Sara, Kate, Wendy and Cindy immediately said they

would like to take part in the project. As we sat in a circle on the floor at the end of their

session to discuss the details, we were surrounded by several other interested younger

people, boys and girls, also asked to be involved." At that first meeting at Cirkidz I told
the eager participants that the potential audience for their final products could be a public

through the forum of the Young Film Makers Festival or ACE TV: community

television, if they so wished - but they did not have to work towards this goal. As

indicated above, I suggested that they should film first, unrestricted by a closed-ended

script and select sections for editing afterwards. This method, as I said, would not usually

be one that a film maker would choose because it would be uneconomical, both in terms

of time and money. One can waste a great deal of time and unnecessary footage. One

would usually decide clearly what one wants to film and how, probably through a written

'treatment' on paper, and then arrange'the shoot'.

However, if the girls had followed this method they would undoubtedly have been

constrained by the ideas of 'correct material' and been overly concerned with getting their

final film 'just right'. I did not'ù/ant them to edit 'in cameÍà'- that is I did not want them

to film over their mistakes or unwanted material. I wanted to be part of their discussions

and musings about what footage they wanted to keep and what they would decide to reject.

I knew I would be as interested in what they decided to leave out of the final editing

process as in what they decided to keep; in what they would regard as suitable to film, in
what they would decide against recording and in what they would decide not to reveal to

a wider audience. Fufihermore, it was in this very process of negotiation and discussion

of the filming, as I developed closer relationships with the girls and spent time with them

in the different social contexts of their lives, that I leamt about other aspects of the girls'

lives that they chose not to film. In other words, the camera also indicated the invisible,

the unstated as well as the highly visible.

23 At that stage I was attempting to limit the age of participants to as close to 15 years of age as I coulcl so I
only offered the camera to the hrst group.
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More Girls

This was the first social network or 'cluster' that I encountered. The girls who were

keenest at controlling the camera at this stage were Sara, Kate and Wendy. These girls did

not socialise outside of Cirkidz and, as I was to discover quite quickly, came from very

different family backgrounds and expectations. Sara was originally from Nepal, living at

that time with her adoptive parents and her biological brother in quite an isolated area in

the Adelaide hills. Her father was a skilled labourer and her mother an ESL teacher

although neither parent was consistently employed full-time. Kate is the girl we met in

Chapter l, an only child of two highly-educated middle-class parents, both university

lecturers. She too lived in the hiÌls of Adelaide but in a far more suburban area. 'Wendy

lived with her father, a retail salesman, his partner and their blended families in an inner

city section of the city. The home was a small sparsely furnished weather-board house.

The immediate link between the three girls was attendance at Cirkidz. Four other girls

showed interest in the project but were less keen to hold the camera. They wanted to see

what the first three did and to perhaps take part in their films. These four were Fran, Grace,

Catherine and Helen. It was several months down the track before Fran and Grace offered

to be fully participating and Wendy decided to drop out of the project.2a

The other key teenage participants in my research were obtained through 'professional'

networking and forluitous meetings. I realised tha¡ Cirkidz alone was not going to provide

access to enough groups of young people from diverse backgrounds. I needed a greater

number of participants from a wider variety of backgrounds in my fieldwork if I were to

achieve the aims I had set myself. Through my original training and experience in

secondary education I had many contacts in various areas of youth education and social

work. Through these networks, I visited different schools in a variety of metropolitan areas,

ensuring that my explorations crossed a range of ethnic and socio-economic domains.

At one of these schools I met Diane and her friends. The school was in one of the northern

suburbs of Adelaide. The teachers themselves, in staff-room discussion and in the official

discourse of the school, talked about the school as a successful highly-academic

institution, although relatively few children went on to tertiary education. Most of the

children were from Anglo-Celtic backgrounds, by far the majority being first generation

Australians with British parents.

2a Wendy's reason for leaving the project was that she had "no time". I felt that she found the project too
threatening and was under pressure from her father to relinquish the task. In the tirne that I got to know her at
home, Cit'kidz and at her school I learnt that she had few friends and was extremely unhappy in her home
environment. Her lather was also threatened by the project and frequently asked when it was going to finish.
At Christmas 1996 I bumped ìnto Wendy again in the city by chance. She greeted me warmly with a hug. She
looked healthier and happier and now enthused about the project having been to the public screening of the
finished film. "I wished I had stayed with it" she said
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The school also had an unofficial reputation, amongst pupils and their families from

surrounding areas, for drugs and violence.25 When I talked to some of the teachers and

youth workers about the local area, several of them said they felt the central problem of the

school, and they did see the school as having problems, was 'new money'. Their

impressionistic view was that this was an area where the parents had immigrated from

working class, over-crowded cities in the U.K. Their background did not include much

time or respect for education, only for making money as quickly as possible. What money

they did earn here parents wanted to use and display.26 The architecture in the area seemed

to reflect these paradoxes and issues; the nearby residential houses were often large,

rapidly built and ostentatious. Rather like a film-set lot huge flamboyant houses were

frequently being erected almost overnight.

Both inside and outside the school there were discussions about youth unemployment and

boredom and consequently a perceived youth 'problem'. The local shopping mall was

patrolled regularly by police, security guards and youth workers on watch for young people

in trouble, as victims or perpetrators of petty crime or other anti-social behaviour. Illegal

drug-taking was known to be rife in and out of the school. I spent a few days with several

of the youth workers, accompanying them as they 'cruised' this area on foot and chatted to

the young people there. Close by the mall was a heavily-used drop-in support centre for

young people, aiming to provide help for victims and abusers of violence, drugs and other

social problems. The youth workers in the area talked at length about the particular

problems of the locale: high youth unemployment, drug abuse and alcoholism, child abuse

and domestic violence. The teachers, school counsellors and youth workers argued that the

children grew up respecting material goods, but other values in their life, including seeing

the need for education, seemed lacking. Although Diane's home and particular familial

situation was far from affluent, I was to discover that the values in her home and social

networks were in keeping with those of the area, as described above and as elaborated in

the following chapters.2T

In contrast to Diane's world, I came into contact with that of Claire, Hilary and Pat in their

corner of Adelaide. These girls all attended the same Eastern Suburbs High school where

25 Just betbre the time of my fielclwork a student held the school in a clangerous siege situation with a loaded
firearm. A student and a teacher were shot, although not seriously injured. As indicated in later chapters of
this thesis local families did not consider the violence experienced here simply as a media 'beat up' or an
unusual occurrence but part of the everyday happenings of their lives.
26 I found very few teachers lived in the local area of the school. This was partly a result of the government
policy concerning teacher placement resulting in high stalf turnover and forced replacement of teachers.

" Of courr" it could be argued that the adults I spoke to were themselves deeply entrenched in an icleology
of non-materialism, nostalgic for revolutionary fervour in the rebellious youth they were involved with. After
all, one could contend that the children were simply expressing the obvious through their anti-social
behaviour- that middle class education was meaningless to them because it was not going to supplyjobs at
the end of the process.
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many of the parents were professional and tertiary-educated. However, I did not make my

initial contact with these girls in their school but at a special youth organisation called

Tangent, run by the local council. Most of the local Councils in South Australia during

199311994, in the metropolitan area and beyond, \üere attempting to respond to a recurring

moral panic about youth unemployment and youth crime. Several councils such as

Burnside, Unley, Payneham and Goodwood had undertaken extensive research in the form

of surveys and questionnaires to learn more about the extent of 'the youth problem' in their

area. Burnside and Unley were particularly successful and innovative, combining forces

in hosting a huge Youth Forum to obtain direct access and information from the young

people themselves. After the forum, Tangent was created, its brief to empower the young

people in the area to articulate and meet their own needs.

It was during my attendance at one of these meetings that I met Claire, Hilary, Pat, Kylie

and Sally. Of these five, the first three decided they wanted to directly participate in my

research project. Here of course were three girls who lived in a relatively prosperous area

of the city although their actual familial situations were not particularly affluent. None of
their parents was professional but several were involved in small businesses, their own or

other people's. Hilary was in a single parent family. What was apparent here from the first

meeting was the girls' own sense of positive possibilities. They had joined a local

government organisation of their own volition in order to have a voice and gain control

over their own affairs. Hilary and Claire particularly believed in the power of youth

representation. They decided to join my research project because they believed that it
would be another means to express their views and to make a difference.

I met Mary through a different government agency, the Family and Community

Association, also known as F.A.C.S. I had spent some time discussing different aspects of
youth issues with one of the social workers there, when she suddenly asked if I would like

to "work with Mary" and some of other girls in her care, most of whom were Aboriginal.

Mary, from Papua New Guinea,had been in foster care but was now in her own house

under an Independent Living scheme. That meant she was financially and psychologically

supported by the state, directly though various youth workers, so that she could learn the

skills to be self-sufficient and self-confident. The social worker obviously felt that Mary's
joining my project would be therapeutic for her young client and illuminating for me. So

Mary and some other girls were offered the opportunity to be involved and tell their own

stories on video. The other girls were Aboriginal teenagers who were at that stage in the

residential juvenile detention centre. The Aboriginal girls were not interested in either

talking to me at any length or filming aspects of their lives. This I found hardly surprising

considering their curtailed life experiences at that stage. However, I found an immediate

positive and excited response from Mary. For my part I was gaining very different youth

perspectives through Mary's world. Most of Mary's friends and acquaintances were young
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male offenders. Many were officially on the streets and frequently appeared before the

courts or were regularly confined in the juvenile detention centre for various offences.

Mary herself was arrested for robbery with violence during my fieldwork.

The last 'cluster' of girls to participate in the project was that of Janine and her friendship

group. Through my teacher contacts and also through the youth workers at F.A.C.S. I had

learnt about an Aboriginal female rock group that was based in a girls' school at Port

Adelaide. I went to the school, attended a rehearsal and after the rehearsal spoke to the girls

involved. Three of the eight girls in the band - Janine, Wanda and Janelle - said that they

would like to take part. These were the three girls we met at the beginning of this chapter.

Initially these girls interpreted their part in the project as making a film about their band and

did not talk about using the camera individually at all. It was only after Wanda and Janelle

disappeared from the project that Janine began to video her world more personally.28

With each of the ten 'key' girls in the project I began my investigation from their personal

perspectives and from there moved outwards to learn about their homes, their families,

their social institutions and wider social networks. It was always a move from the original

meeting place of contact into getting to know them in their home environments and in their

wider social locales. In this way my fieldwork took me into schools, youth clubs, raves,

juvenile detention centres and the courts. I became physically involved in Cirkidz as a

'spare adult'offering to help out, and as is the way with Cirkidz, ultimately participating

in the classes themselves. I took part in the rehearsals of Black Image, the Aboriginal rock

band, playing an instrument or singing to the best of my poor ability when they needed an

extra person. I became their official photographer when they were performing in public.

I helped out in rehearsals for the Rock and Roll Eisteddfod at two different schools. As

mentioned earlier I 'cruised' the shopping malls with the itinerant youth workers or the

police to gain different perspectives on how the young people and how the adult authorities

viewed the same worlds from their various frameworks. It was these overlapping,

frequently conflicting views that inform this thesis. It was a move to understand

ethnographically the ways in which the girls were enmeshed in their social worlds and how

they themselves perceived and interpreted these enmeshments. The camera allowed me to

make these comparisons and use a 'Jeweller's eye" (Marcus and Fischer 1986) between

these different, often highly personal, always subjective perspectives and those adult

viewpoints which were then framed in ofhcial discourses.

28 I am using the term 'disappeared' as unlike the other girls the Aboriginal girls made no formal declaration
tomethattheydidn'twanttoremainintheproject. Theyjustsimplydidn'tturnupatthearrangedtimes. It
was an aspect of the fieldwork I had to learn to deal with. Most of the others did contact me if they couldn't
keep an appointment time but not always. Many a time I drove to meet Mary, Grace or Janine and found that
they simply were not there. Whether this was a deliberate strategy to show me that they were in control of
the project o¡ whether it was that they forgot to, or didn't care, I do not know. It was probably a little of all
of these factors.
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The backgrounds to the girls having been sketched out, we are still left with the question

of why the camera was so successful, so efñcacious as an entry point into the field across

these different social domains and locales. The most obvious explanation for the new

enthusiasm for the project was that the girls saw the task of representing themselves on

video as exciting. It would be one in which they could be actively involved whereas

perhaps they considered questionnaires or interviews a bit dull and time-consuming,

leaving little room for personal involvement and experimentation. They also seemed to

understand immediately that with the camera they would have far more control over the

final product. However, there were other more complex reasons that became clearer to me

as the research developed, and I now turn to these.

"It's dffirent to ø mirror 'cos it talks to you"

The alacrity with which the participants took on the task undoubtedly suggests another,

more complex aspect of the role of representation in everyday life and particularly to the

camera's pivotal place and acceptance in Western culture. Photographs and film have

become significant cultural symbols; they epitomise particular ways in which real life
experiences are framed, interpreted and re-presented. Their very indexical quality creates

an immediate paradox, for although the camera seems to blur the distinction between the

represented and the representation, we also know it can be used creatively to constructnew

images. John Corner ( 1995) explores similar territory in his arguments about the televisual

image and its seeming role as a conveyor of 'Truth'.

As a recording instrument, the camera is always used with an audience in mind. Inevitably,

it is the means of surveillance, a means to objectify through which the representation of a

particular cultural space or context can be created which is different from the real life
experiences it focuses upon. It can also be used for personal reflexivity - a way of seeing

ourselves both as we think others see us - or to re-invent ourselves the way we would like

to be seen. Because we can continually re-invent ourselves in this way the resulting image

is not necessarily reified or static, but as Barthes has argued:

The photograph is the advent of myself as other: a cunning dissociation of

consciousness from identity...In front of the lens...I do not stop imitating myself, and

because of this each time I am (or let myself be) photographed, I invariably suffer from

a sensation of inauthenticity, sometimes of imposture...I am neither subject nor object

but a subject who feels he is becoming an object (1981: 12-14, emphasis added).

I feel there is a parallel to be drawn here with Susan Sontag's insights concerning the

tourists'compulsive need to photograph or the tendency of families to photograph other
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members, especially at life cycle events - attempts to capture on film aspects of life
nO"V past:

As photographs give people an imaginary possession of a past that is unreal, they also

help people to take possession of space in which they are insecure (Sontag 1977:9).

All these are ways of 'fixing' the elusive, creating some certainty, holding onto aspects of
life that are ephemeral, aspects of place, time and identity. Thus, "all such talismanic uses

of photographs express a feeling both sentimental and implicitly magical: they are attempts

to contact or lay claim to another reality" (Sontag 1977: 16). The image helps to create the

impression of permanence amidst uncertainty. Increasingly it is the image, as for example

the representation of an individual on official documents of all descriptions, which is being

used to verify the real:

Photographs are a way ofimprisoning reality, understood as recalcitrant, inaccessible;

of making it stand still (Sontag 1977:163).

Thus, to fully understand photography and the camera is to realise that as a technical

device it has gone way beyond a simple recorder of actual events. It now occupies a

fascinating and contradictory role. Perhaps it always did from the very beginning of its
use. It can be, and frequently is, a voyeuristic tool for surveillance and a means of
control. It is frequently employed now in shopping malls, banks, domestic dwellings

and for various other forms of law enforcement. It is well-understood that the

panopticon is frequently internalised by the user. The camera also lends itself to being

a tool both for understanding others and being reflexive about oneself; a 'surveillance'

or monitoring of the self. It symbolises a particular way in which real life experiences

are framed, interpreted and re-presented. Crystallised in the form of memory,

photographic images allow us to recreate ourselves. Old selves can be wiped out as

though they had never been and new selves creatively reborn. Even on a simplistic level,

the very act of keeping a photograph album entails the selection of some images and

rejection of others; we represent ourselves to ourselves the way rù/e want to be

remembered (Peace l99l). For if the camera objectifies it also subjectifies. The taking

and re-visiting of a photo or video of oneself becomes analogous to the way Lacan has

described the dream state of "seeing ourselves seeing ourselves" (Lacan 1979: 74,

quoted in Sanders 1980: 1).

Michael Taussig (1981, 1993) drawing on Walter Benjamin's insights concerning

photography and other manifestations of "the art of mechanical reproduction", developed

further the concept of mimesis, the embodied ways of becoming 'other'. This is, arguably,

the fundamentally human way of attempting to gain mastery over that which we do not
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understand.2e He describes the way colonised or subjugated groups appropriate for
themselves the representations of the dominant culture of their societies. In this way,

accepting for themselves the stereotypes laid upon them, they "become 'other"'. 'With the

introduction of highly-technologised means of representing self and 'other', Taussig

argues, that the fusion between the two has become greater. Mimesis, or embodied

mimicry becomes a way of becoming'other', "wherein the replication, the copy, acquires

the power from the represented" and "the capacity of the imagination (can be) lifted

through representational media...into other worlds" (Taussig, 1993: 16). In this way

uncertainty and fear seem to be overcome and the very means of domination can be

reappropriated. The dominated can take on board the method of subordination,

reproducing this 'otherness'. In so doing they often inadvertently reaffirm the process of
domination through their attempts to understand, to resist, to self-empower. It is a way of
attempting to appropriate the power of the dominant and has been seen by many as a

(perhaps misplaced) strategy of 'resistance'.

In Paul Willis's early work for example, he observed how his "lads learnt to labour". They

took on for themselves the very notions of masculinity that would constrain them. These

were cultural values, particularly narrowly defined, but for them highly-valued which kept

them away from exploring educational advantages and entrapped them in a life of manual

labour. John Fiske (1989), Lisa Lewis (1990, 1992) and Angela McRobbie (1978,1984,

l99l) have all explored similar aspects of this phenomenon, especially the way young
rwomen have created their cultural identities through forms of popular culture and cultural

commodities. Such research has tended to assert in various ways that, "the everyday

culture of the oppressed takes the signs of that which oppresses them and uses them for its

own purposes" (Fiske 1992). While, certainly these authors have more recently and quite

rightly questioned the romantic notion of "pleasure equals resistance", it is still true that

underlying their arguments lies the implicit tendency to see an intentional, politically-

motivated expression of frustration, anger and rebellion behind young people's behaviour.

These works reveal their underlying links to the classics of subcultural theory and the

belief that values attached to 'youth subcultures', "contain the possibilities for social

change" (Taylor, 1993: 25).

Other well-known examples that emerge in popular discourse and academic literature

would be the use of 'black' in the 1960s political movement by peoples of African-

American origin or Jamaican origin in the United Kingdom or America and in the start of

2e He calls this the mocle¡n form of "sympathetic magic", whereìn "the rnodel if it works, gains through its
sensuousfidelitysomethingofthepowerandpersonalityofthatwhichitisamodel"(Taussig1993:16). Isee
great parallels between this concept and the work of Raymond Williams and the use of transformation and
'magic' in advertising.
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the black power movement (see for example, Kobena Mercer's 1995 discussion of
'blackness'), or the relatively recent use of the epithet'queer'as a form of self

identification by groups of other than heterosexual orientation.30

Not every one agrees that such manifestations indicate resistance. Marshall Sahlins

exclaimed ruefully that in anthropology recently there had been a tendency of "translating

the apparently trivial into the fatefully political" (1993: 17, cited in Brown 1996:729-749).

As I indicated in the previous chapter, discovery of resistance in all facets of social life
often indicates nostalgic yearning on behalf of the analysts themselves for earlier, now

faded (perhaps jaded) revolutionary ideals.

In a recent article Michael Brown points to the connection between the frequency of use

of concepts of resistance and the perceived need for anthropologists to use these notions as

an important rhetorical tool. Among others he cites the example of feminist projects

particularly, in their pioneering focus on the manifestations of power in the micro-politics

of everyday life, claiming to have discovered resistance in the everyday survival strategies

of the powerless (Brown 1996:729). He argues that one aspect of the postmodern critique

of ethnographic representation has left lingering uncertainty about the validity of analytical

claims. In this intellectual climate notions of resistance become an important rhetorical

tool to "convince others of the correctness of one's position and oneself of one's own moral

rectitude" (Jackall 1994: 191; Brown 1996: 729). Perhaps more importantly, the

indiscriminate attribution of resistance weakens its value as an analytical tool; everything

becomes seen in terms of conflict and binary opposition, domination and resistance, with

none of the subtleties that attention to ethnographic detail usually affords.

One of the case studies that Brown describes is an account of androgynous practice in

contemporary America. He describes New Age spiritual groups where the majority of the

members are women who practise a kind of ideal androgyny though 'encounters' with

extra terrestrial beings. Brown cites a video programme where a man and a woman

dressed in identical yellow flowing robes introduce themselves as extra-terrestrials who

are inhabiting the bodies of sympathetic Earthlings. They come they explain from a

planet where gender, as Earthlings understand it, does not exist. Androgyny, they argue,

is "delightful, beautiful, powerful" (cited in Brown: 132).31 On one level, as Brown

indicates, it would be easy to account for the cross-gender channelling of the group he

investigated as solely "an expression of resistance to contemporary gender roles" (132).

30 Of cou.se the use of the term 'queer' has been used for just this purpose in the theoretical perspectives that
grew out of feminist and gender studies. The aim of reappropriating this word was to rob it of its original
derogatory connotations whiìe simultaneously extending and complicating its meanings.
31 cf. Extraterrestrial Earth Missiott 1988 The Co-Creation of Heaven on Earth, Sedona AZ Extraterrestrial
Earth Mission Video.
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However, this would be to overlook alternative explanations to be found in the narratives

of the main participants themselves. They describe their practices within New Age

philosophy as enabling them to explore a greater feminist spirituality. Such a practice, in

other words, expands and enhances their understanding of femininity rather than

countenng or resrstrng rt.

Rather than seeing aspects of 'othering' or mimesis as resistance, I contend it is more

important to understand such activity as part of the everyday play with identity, the

constant development of the "protean self'(Lifton 1993). The contemporary era is a time

when traditional certainties have been removed, when the constant reinventing of the self

is part of the everyday discourse clearly manifest in advertising and all forms of media,

including self-help books. It is a time of "the new age disorder" (Castells 1996).

Technology, Gender and ldentity

A major factor in societal changes has been the rapid development over the past 20 years

of new technologies. It is not simply that technological changes are a component of society

but that the origin and trajectory of all technological changes are always social (Castells

1996). That is, while technological change is not the single determining factor of social

change it is a major influence on many inter-woven aspects of social life, not least of which

is the understanding of the self. The relatively recent widespread use of the Internet points

to a seemingly liberating aspect of this development. Through discussion groups, web

sites and other encounters across time and space one can reinvent the self as necessary,

time and time again (Turkle 1995). How liberating this elusive self, but yet how dangerous

in its capacity for constant re-invention! Recent popular television programmes such as

The X Files and G.P hint at the dangers that lurk behind this constant reinventing of 'the

self', where identity is ephemeral (Nixon 1996). I will return to this important nexus

between technology, identity and gender in more detail in the following chapters. For now,

I simply raise the following points.

Firstly, that the way the girls used the camera and understood themselves to be

simultaneously both object and subject points to a wider social issue. The development of
the informational society, which is the world in which the girls in my fieldwork grew up,

has greatly influenced our concepts of self in a number of key areas. Technology can be

understood as a vehicle or indeed 'a language' for action (Benston 1988: 15). The

experience for most men and women with respect to technology is very different. Men and

boys grow up ideally expecting to know a great deal about technology, about how

machines and tools work. The world view that grows up along with this perspective

emphasises rationality, objectivity and control over nature. On the other hand, \üomen are
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not socialised into understanding technical matters. In its place they are expected to be

good with people rather than things, to value interpersonal skills, to focus on emotion.

This is not to say of course that women do not use tools or machines. Inevitably more and

more everyday interactions are through and with machines and devices of all descriptions,

in and out of the home, in and out of the work place. What I am indicating here is the

gendered nature of technology, in terms of its use and the knowledge about its functioning.

Technology, Gender and Mimesis

Specific tools or machines can enable exploration of identity, or can hinder such

explorations because they are deemed culturally inappropriate by the user. Consider the

case of the car for example. It is well-documented that men seem to seek expression of
themselves through their cars far more than women. The discourse that surrounds cars,

clearly manifest in many car advertisements, is concerned with power, speed, freedom and

an aggressive sexuality.3t It is not simply the obvious examples of weapons and military
technology that one can point to as clear manifestations of phallic symbols but also guitars

(Benston 1988) microphones (McKay 1988) and now newerforms of technology including

computers (Turkle 1988).33 For my purposes in this chapter, I wish here to emphasise

again that it was the small size and the opportunity to freely experiment with the camera

which rendered it accessible and 'friendly' to the young women in my research. It turned

what could have been regarded by them as an intrusive instrument of surveillance into a

means of exploration and communication. Their approach to the technology, the style with
which they used the camera to explore and express aspects of self and the mimetic faculty

itself blended in a fascinating manifestation of agency.

Mimesis and Agency

Horkheimer and Adorno in their work understood the role of mimesis to be a vital aspect

of the civilising process of human beings and the development of the subject (Gebauer &
Wulf 1992). In their understanding, human self preservation from earliest times meant

adaptation to the terrors of nature by mimicry. As the individuals copied the actions and

32 A recent (1998) television advertisement for a small sporty car plays with this cultural connection between
masculinity, aggression and cars. It shows an attractive (of course!)prnale rkiver stepping out of her new car
to be harassed by a group of very macho looking bikies, their Harley Davidsons prominently displayed as an
obvious backdrop. She steps into her car and in closing the door strategically knocks over theirbikes in domino
fashion before driving off triumphant. She is rewarded by an admiring look from one of the younger and more
handsome bike riders.t' Rako*, Hinton, Davies ancl Tu¡kle all demonstrate the ways in which technology is associated with power
and more importantly is perceived as gendered by users. See Kramarae 1988; Cockburn & Furst Dilic 1994;
Bijker & Law 1992; Law 1991. These arguments are developed more fully in subsequent chapters.
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appearance of that which they feared, the distance between 'self' and 'other' disappeared.

Fear of nature, the authors argued, was fear of dissolution of the self. This adaptive process

had a two-edged aspect to it. It was both effective in its subordination of the human being

to the overwhelming power of nature and yet also represented a way of overcom.ing the

power of nature. It is effectually an early sign of human consciousness. In attempting to

submerge itself back into nature, the self is indicating separation and distinctiveness. The

instinct to sink back into, to become one with nature, was, Horkheimer and Adorno argued,

an internalised tendency of all human beings. It was referred to as "the death instinct" by

Freud (1961). Roger Caillois (1959) called it "le mimetisme".

The person operating a camera potentially has more control over the resultant

representation than the person in the sight of the lens. Yet if the subject and object of the

camera is the same person, the technology can also be used for personal reflexivity - a

way of seeing ourselves both as we think others see us - or of re-inventing ourselves the

way we would like to be seen. For such a moment of awareness leads not just to a knowing

of the self but also to what Homi Bhabha has termed an "interrogation" of the self.

Alluding to Richard Rorty's discussions of the self, Bhabha writes:

Pre-eminent amongst these representations has been the reflection of the self that

develops in the symbolic consciousness of the sign, and malks out the discursive

space from whichThe ReaL Me emerges initially as an assertion of the authenticity of

the person and then lingers on to reverberate - The real me? - as a questioning of

identity (1987: 6).

Similarly, John Forrester (1987) points out the irony and central problem that now seems

to face the present day search for and understanding of the self, when he writes:

The experience of perceiving oneself is now taken to be the most alienating

experience of objectness possible. And most importantly, an experience one deceives

oneself about in the search for the unihed self (1987: l5).

So with the representation of the self comes perception, insight and simultaneously,

delusion - empowerment and alienation. We seem to capture the historical specificity of
the moment but are left wondering about the universal concept of an 'essentialist' self, the

'authentic self' - is it there? Who am I? Do I exist? Again Hilary's visual image with

the video refened to at the beginning of this chapter was striking because at that moment

she captured that uncertainty and incredulity within the camera frame, underlining it
powerfully with the words in voice-over, "My goodness, that is mel.".
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Power through representation : the mimetic faculty

With the development of techniques of mechanical reproduction and the technology of visual

recording, Western cullure has become obsessed with looking and recording images of what

is seen (Coward 1984:75). As I demonstrate throughout this thesis the girls in my study

played with representation, ptayed with image.3o Often this play involved their taking upon

themselves different expressions of femininity, refracted through their identifications with

particular aspects of ethnicity and class. Sometimes this was in ways which reinforced

traditional stereotypes. Sometimes their exaggerated expressions of femininity seemed to

suggest a form of "mimetic excess" (Taussig 1993), a way of exploring the possibilities and

simultaneously rejecting them through play. However, as I shall demonstrate below through

analysis of the girls'use of video, I did not come to see these strategies as resulting from any

clear intentionality, from any clearly perceived goals, or even any sense of 'resistance'. In

fact, their behaviour renders many of the usual polarisations, such as notions of agency or

structure or of submission or resistance, as quite impoverished.

Rather their strategies or play reveal an ambivalent and contradictory agency, an attempt to

'create a fit' between the structural constraints of their internalised, embodied values and

belief systems and the particular demands and expectations of the current social relational

world within which they are engaged - the spaces of objective relations (Bourdieu 1992:

97) or having "a sense of the game" (Bourdieu 1977 , 1990; Bourdieu & Wacquanr- 1992).

The ways these young women perceived, reflected on and represented their worlds in their

everyday activities demonstrated a particular, but often tacit, response to the various

constraints that surrounded them, including their own sense of place within their familial

and social contexts. Their play, their image-making, their use of fantasy highlighted a

simultaneous testing, stretching and affirming of the symbolic and structural boundaries

that surrounded them and within which they were enmeshed.

Taussig asks rhetorically "Is it conceivable that a person could break boundaries like this,

slipping into Otherness, trying it on for size?" (1993 33). Perhaps the answer lies in our

limited conception of identity. Although we have rejected for the most part the concept of
identity as a "unified essence", we haven't yet fully understood the notion of identity as a

process, "who one is to become" (Hall 1995: 65). Ultimately identities ¿¡s ¡¿¡¡¿tiygs -
stories we tell about ourselves - and they are fictional, "the necessary fiction of action,

the necessary fictions of politics" (66). But identity cannot be looked at in isolation. I
would argue that the way each girl used the camera to interrogate and construct her sense

of self revealed a questioning of the concept of a unified self and a great deal about how

toThey were of course not the only ones to do this. The thesis postulates that such play is a human trait, and
certainly not restricted to femaÌe adolescents in Australia. See chapter 7.
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she saw herself through several different possible engendered subject positions (Moore

1994). It pinpointed the sense of uncertainty that the girls experienced as they struggled

to manage this elusive sense of self. The point is that there is no one single subject position

offered to these young women growing up, but many. The fact that they were aware of
these multiple conflicting discursive sites can be illustrated by a close look at the ways

these girls constituted themselves, 'experimented' with a variety of images and poses. As

my fieldwork developed I found that my analytic focus sharpened on the ways the girls

used the camera to deal with these tensions, to represent and constitute themselves through

a vanety of possible frameworks.

Other ways of Seeing

There seemed to be an awareness by all the girls that the camera was an exciting way of

simultaneously exploring and constructing themselves, discovering and constituting 'the real

me' and emphasising difference. Hilary, for example, wanted to show how "other girls acted

and behaved" and that "not everyone is the same. We are all individuals". She was aware of
the power of media representation and was annoyed that, as she perceived it, teenagers were

so often depicted in a negative light, especially in the tabloid press.3t In this way, then, she

and some of the others saw the potential of the camera as a 'political tool', a vehicle for
presenting altemative points of view to a wider audience. This did not mean, however, that

the girls always approached their films with any obvious generic formula in mind; rather

there seemed to be an experimentation with form as well as content in their footage.

Initially, there did tend to be an attempt to stage formal interviews and to generalise for the

audience about teenage behaviour. The narrative form was drawn straight from those

television progranìmes which best seem to 'capture reality'- news and current affairs. Many

of the girls were eager to be the 'television host', the mediating authority figure, keen to

interview olhers on what other teenage girls like and feel, rather than be the focus of attention

themselves. Several went around their schoolyards like investigative journalists, armed with

microphones and camera to ask their friends and acquaintances 'signif,rcant questions':

"Do ¡,su think bo1,s should tell their girls friends how to dress?"

"How do )'ou feel about sntoking and alcohol? "

"Do ¡,e¡t think bo¡,s are onl¡, after one thing? "

35Th" claily newspapers are regularly full of articles about teenage violence, crime and vandalism. In such
articles, Youth becomes synonymous with a threat to the ordered control of society (eg: The Adelaide
Advertiser 6:8:94 under a headline reading "Designer theft the new fashion" ran an article beginning: 'A
thriving black ma¡ket in stolen fashion clothing is being run throughoutAdelaide schools by 'highly organised'
teenage groups").
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It was an interesting distancing of themselves as 'subject', and initially my frustration was

intense as I realised that the girls saw themselves as investigators of others not the object

of scrutiny themselves. I then began to understand that this was the initial testing out of
space and possibilities - to see what was 'permissible' in their own eyes and in their own

worlds - to explore what their world would look like through the more seemingly

'objective' lens of the camera.

Apart from this 'straight' interview form, where the questions were deliberately open-

ended, such play with the camera also provided an opportunity to encourage others to

articulate what the investigator already knew or suspected.

Pointing the canwa and microphone at her friend Marika, Janine asked "What do

),ou do in ¡,6u, spare time? " Marika looked a bit incredulous at the question. " Hang

around. Run atva¡' front tlte cops." "What were ),ou doing" asked Janine stern\,.

Marika looked uncertain, laughed nervousl¡,, looked at the cantera and then back

again at Janine. "Mucking around. Drinking beer," she said. "Oh, so 1t6¡¡ drink do

),ou? " asked Janine. "Nah not me!" replied Marika quickl¡, - one q,e on the camera

again - "it's the other fellas."

Experienced journalists would recognise this as entrapment. So, on one level the girls were

using the interview and related documentary style to find out things for themselves - to

discover what other young people their age did and didn't do. The camera and microphone

could either provide a licence to confirm what they already suspected of their friends and

acquaintances or it could provide a forum for such discussion. Again, we need to see such

activity as a form of'strategised'play.

After this more hesitant beginning, the mimetic activity, this attempt to see themselves as

other, developed more forcefully. A greater experimentation occurred in the mode of
documentary itself. In an attempt to articulate and test their own feelings and the

constraints of their world, they turned the camera on themselves by makin g themselves the

overt, acknowledged subjects of the investigation in two related ways. Either the technique

that I came to call "ask me questions" was used, or the girls used 'the fly on the wall' mode

of address, pretending the camera did not exist.

The 'fly on the wall' is the concept of 'the fourth wall' in the theatre or cinema.36 It was

the view for the spectator or voyeur usually unacknowledged by the (social) actor.

'oThisconceptwasfìrstidentifiedanclcrystallisedintotheoriesoftheatrebyStanislavski(1936). InBrechtian
theatre, of course, 'the fourth wall' is removed, the space bet\üeen actor and spectator torn down to reveal the
artifrce, to expose the suspended belief cf. Willett 'The Chinese artist never acts as if there were a fourth wall
besides the three surrounding him. He expresses his atvareness of being watchetl...The audience can no longer
have the ill.usiott of being tlrc mtseen spectator at an event vvhich is really taking place...A further means is that
the artist observes himself (1964:92, emphasis added).
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Sometimes both techniques, "ask me questions" and "fly on the wall", were used by the

same person at different times. Both were modes of distancing or othering in attempts to

gain some kind of mastery over both the situation and the representation. Yet both

strategies also rapidly brought a blurring of "porous realities" (Schechner 1993) in their

wake. The resulting portrait seemed 'smudged', like an Impressionist painting, as I shall

illustrate below. 'The Real Me' \s suggested but tantalisingly just out of reach.

Ask me questions !

Several of the girls asked me to film a section of their video by acting as camera person

and interviewer. Grace, for example, asked me to come to her house on particular

afternoons or early evenings when she knew her mother and her younger brother would not

be at home. This, she informed me, was to ensure privacy. After we had set up the camera

in her room, she would sit in front of it and say 'Ask me questions!". In situations like this

I often found that the period when I asked the questions - 
r'What is your name? Tell me

about yourself? What kind of a person are you?" - didn't last very long. The questions

seemed to be used as starting points for the young person to then launch into descriptions

or accounts of significant aspects of her life. Perhaps to be "asked questions" in this way

offers licence to be personal. So much of our culture, especially for women, emphasises

the inappropriateness of talking about oneself so that a space has to be created in order for

one to 'objectify' oneself, in order to be 'other'.

Although these conversations were recorded, I emphasise again that it was always

understood that the resulting raw footage was under the control of the subject. In other

words, whatever the person said and did in front of the video could be removed or, if it
were retained, it could be used for the final edited video, or left aside. This strategy seemed

to provide the freedom to 'play' with confidences and important information, a licence to

'unsettle' and 'unravel'conventionally controlled behaviour, to create and constitute reality

at the same time. In this way, aspects of the girls' lives that perhaps would not have been

revealed to an adult researcher were talked about relatively openly on the video.

Although all of the girls talked about illicit drug use - either their own use or even if they

did not indulge, the difficulties they faced when with friends, as drug-taking was so

common - I did not expect anyone to commit themselves to discussing their own

involvement on camera. They were all quite candid, specific and detailed in their

discussions with me - offcamera - as they talked about their various social activities and

mused about friendships, parties or other events. Yet, one afternoon, Grace spent several

hours chatting in front of the camera about her own and her friends' experimentations with

illegal drugs. She told me where and how they obtained the substances, the cost, which
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ones she had tried and which ones she was too afraid to try. She told me about the large

cross-section of friends she had and how they would meet up often in the city. The main

activity they had in common was their shared use of a combination of alcohol and

amphetamines - "I can't imagine a world without drugs. It'd be so boring". She told me

that her group regularly took "Dope, acid trips (LSD) and Rohypnol".37 I met many of
these friends during my heldwork, several of them reiterating this information in their

casual conversations with each other. Although off camera, she had chatted about these

activities before, on video Grace was very careful "not to name names" of those friends

who had actually taken some of the harder drugs and she announced that she certainly

would not select those sections of her video for public viewing. She made, however, no

attempt to wipe the material completely off the tape by recording over it. I understood that

perhaps this was to be a record for herself.38

The "ask me questions" mode thus seemed to provide an opportunity for the young people

to talk about very personal often difficult problems through this method of distanciation.

This was 'serious play', an opportunity to simultaneously explore and portray themselves

as 'other'. In this mode, Sara talked about her unpleasant experiences of racism at school;

Fran talked about her difficult and antagonistic relationship with her father; and nearly all

the girls talked about the difficult balancing act of being simultaneously both child and

(female) young adult.

The¡, sa¡, these are the best ),ears of our lives. (short laugh of exaggerated mock

despair) I think I'Ll just die when I get out of school! (Grace)

The fact that the girls talked about these 'risky' things is less interesting than the fact that

they chose to reveal them on video tape as part of their documentary footage. It seemed

as though actions and thoughts performed on tape, but not in front of a visible audience,

could create a space for experimentation. Something recorded can be watched, examined,

understood as though it were someone else's experience. As Fran, at the end of film-
production time affirmed, the camera was a means to constructing the desired image:

Since I started making this filnt....l'm seeing nty self through other people's eyes, how

other people see n'Le. It's been good though, because il ),ou see sontething ),ou don't

like, you can change it. It's dffirent to a mirror 'cos it talks to ¡,çr.

37 The significance of drug taking is explored further in Chapter 3 as I look at the relationship of the body to
concepts of selfhood,
tt Gru." was also quite adamant whenever I brought her video footage into her house that I hand it ciirectly to
her and not leave it with her mothe¡. She obviously had more concerns than the other girls but all the girls
t¡eated their 'raw' or 'wild' footage (untreated material) as private and confìdential, only showing it to very
trusted others.
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The reference to the 'talking mirror' highlights again the difficulty of maintaining a secure

sense of self, an awareness that the self can be changed and that that change is part of its
constitution. The gap between the 'performing me' and the 'inner me' becomes blurred.

Maintqining 'the fourth wall'

Another bluning of spheres through the utilisation of a documentary style was when the

camera was used to record usual events but was not acknowledged during the filming.

Mary was quite specific about this. She wanted the camera to show her usual activities of
collecting her social security cheque, going shopping and so on, while pretending that the

camera "was invisible". She led the imaginary camera audience through the mall, chatting

to acquaintances as she went to window shop at her favourite sports clothing store. The

clothes there were way out of her price range but she directed the camera to show her

judiciously scrutinising the items of clothing, feeling the quality, checking the prices and

chatting to the staff as though she were a regular purchaser. She certainly was a regular

visitor to the sports store but she was not able to afford the prices of these expensive brand-

name clothes. At no stage did Mary attempt to talk to the camera. She behaved as though

the camera were invisible and had just captured her usual activities on film.3e

As was the case with several of the girls, there were events and aspects of Mary's life that

she decided to poftray very differently. For example, there were events that were not

recorded or talked about on camera at all. Away from the camera Mary had talked about

her experiments with drugs including "magic mushrooms" - fungi with hallucinogenic

properties that grow wild in the local hills. On another occasion, she had given me a

detailed account of shop-lifting and car theft and chases in the city. These activities were

repeated to me later by several of her friends, through their conversations with each other in

my presence, and later by Mary's social worker.uo As indicated above, most of Mary's

friends were boys and some were known offenders, frequently appearing before the courts

or spending time in the detention centre, yet these details of petty crime or 'offending' did

not appear in Mary's footage. In front of the camera, it seemed that Mary was anxious to

portray a respectable, socially-responsible selffor others to see and understand. It was also,

as I realised later, a way of constructing a portrait of herself that she could feel good about.

I felt through making this film I could acknowledge my5¿¡¡. I can see some veryr

good parts of me (Mary).

3e See figure 5 vicleo still of Mary in the sports store overleaf on page 62.
a0 I heard these accounts again through conversations with the authority figures and legal representatives
involved, such as the poìice, social workers and the magistrate when, later, Mary herself was brought before
the court.
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Figure 5: Mary in the sports store

Frequently 'fourth wall' technique was temporarily abandoned so that the individual could

alternate between objective and subjective mode. Initially the event may have been

recorded without acknowledging the camera and then suddenly the video and assumed

audience were acknowledged and included in the diegesis. In this manner, several of the

girls filmed their own or other people's parties. During tbese times the camera was often

acknowledged and experimented with by other guests who used deliberately shaky hand-

held and tracking shots, extreme close-ups, unusual angles and direct address. Sometimes

it caught self-conscious conversations or physical jokes which highlighted the usual

concerns of young people. Grace and her best friend chatted resignedly about sexual double

standards as they cooked together in Grace's kitchen. At Fran's party, one of the boys

planted a deliberate smacking kiss on another boy for the benefit of the camera, while

another put on lipstick and then in close-up shot pouted and kissed at the camera lens. Amid

the resulting hilarity one of the boys asked aloud "Will you respect me in the morning?"

Pat was very involved with Techno Rave culture and so filmed quite a number of dances.

Her material detailed the crowds, the ritualised performances of the DJs and the MCs and,

through a strobe facility on the camera, she managed to express the mood of the dances

and the effect of the lights and the music extremely impressionistically. The strobe

effectively meant that the dancers were shown moving slowly and rhythmically like

automatons while the music and the background chat of the dancers continued at their

normal pace. Again, there was no direct gaze to the camera during these scenes - the

operator was effectively invisible and ignored as she recorded the event. However, when

she filmed some scenes at a Techno Community Radio station where she helped out
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occasionally, or when she filmed the preparations behind the scenes for a number of
Techno Raves, the people she was filming then responded by laughing, chatting and

showing a self-conscious awareness of the camera lens. Publicly, Pat seemed to be

portraying herself as very much part of the 'scene', describing herself as a Raver and

distinguishing between the 'real thing' and the many Try Hards, those who attempted to be

authentic but fail. It was only off camera that she talked angrily about the sexism and

double standards she perceived in the Ravers' scene.

So these were moments of gaining distance of "seeing myself as others see me, of analysing

myself a bit" (Fran), of attempting to grasp 'the real me'. Yet, simultaneously, the camera

provided an awareness that 'the real me' was not ready-made but available to be constructed

- the self and identity are not simply reflected upon and represented but constituted in the

very act of representation, in the very act of play. In some cases, direct address to the

camera, as a kind of confessional, was used as a way to pin down this elusive self.

' Authority' and' authe nticity' thro ugh direct addre s s

Of all the girls Diane used the camera most personally as a form of diary. Several times

after an important evening, a special party or event, alone in her room, Diane would record

her feelings, excitements and anxieties on the video. The self she portrayed and projected

on these occasions was primarily someone who, in her own words, "enjoyed partying

totally" but simultaneously was concerned about difficulties of friendships, the pressures

from peers and parents concerning appropriate social behaviour and the difficulties of
negotiating relationships with the opposite sex without incurring the reputation of a 'slut'.

Her monologue was punctuated every now and again with qualifications in case the camera

should think she were being too forward, obsessed with boys or even too self-absorbed.

"Have I bored you yet?" she would ask of her imagined audience. Towards the end of the

field-work time, she was to articulate the pleasure of using the camera as a diary because

"It became like my best friend. I knew if it got bored or didn't like what I said, it wouldn't

get huffy or run away".41

Such use of the camera again points to an awareness of the elusiveness of an 'authentic self'

and a need to manage and control the uncertainty (Goffman 1959, 1910). It was a way in

which the girls created boundaries of certitude, marking off what was private and what

could be considered as constituting 'the real me.' As the friend of one of the girls told me:

o' Who* did Diane and the others believe they were addressing? Diane once answerecl in a response to this
question "whoever is going to watch". Yet one must also assume that there is a an element of the internalised
camera, the understanding that one is always the object of a gaze (See Vr'alters 1995).

63



That's wh7, some people keep diaries. A diary can be more intportant than a best

friend. Sometintes, ),ou can't telL afriendwhat¡,ou are thinking because you t11a),not

know whether you reall¡' believe it. How can )'ou tell someone something when yev

don't kno'vv whether you know it yourself ¡,et? (BeLinda)

Earlier in this chapter, I described Mary's video footage where she had behaved as though

the camera were invisible and had just captured her usual activities on film. On a separate

occasion, however, but clearly not intended for a wider audience, she gave a detailed verbal

account on video - totally unsolicited - of the physical abuse she had undergone as a child

when she was first brought into the country by her adoptive parents. This account was later

narrated to me again by her social worker. Before she began to speak, Mary dressed

herself in her best clothes and created on the kitchen bench a display of photographs of
herself as a small child with her biological parents. Then she spoke in direct address to the

cameÍa, 'the fourth wall' completely dissolved. This aspect of her life seemed to be

recorded for herself - a way of othering or distancing the events, of enabling her to gain

a new perspective on them. These were not to be shown to others, she said. As a
companion and a friend in her actual world, which was obviously more than that which was

portrayed on video, I was permitted to be privy to the less conventionally acceptable

aspects of her life. On the parts of the video that were to be selected for showing to a

public audience, however, the representation of her life and her identity \Mas more carefully

and, in some ways, 'creatively'drawn.

What is clear here, then, is that both Diane and Mary's public performances were drawn

with far more certitude and confidence than their more 'private' selves. It is the

slippage that appears between the shifting subjectivities, the possible and the enacted

selves, that becomes the problem, the aspect of everyday life and representation that has

to be'managed'. Identity is as much about exclusion as inclusion - who rwe are,

requires a delicate and continual drawing up of shifting boundaries. Perhaps an

effective metaphor would be a kaleidoscope. In contemporary Western culture,

perceptions and interpretations of social reality are potentially endless. With each twist
of the cylinder another pattern clicks into focus. A similar understanding of reality or

realities has been suggested as a multi-dimensional mosaic created over time (Becker

1987). This could be an even more appropriate metaphor when we consider that the

'reality' we see on the television or the video screen is made up of thousands of tiny

moving dots, "never quite complete and certainly never static" (Haag 1993:. 115). Out

of these random patterns we impose order, but, our hold on what is order and what

makes sense can be very shaky indeed. We have to hold tenuously onto quite

contradictory notions of reality, switching from one to another as we feel appropriate.

Play enables us to do this for "playing...[is]...the underlying continuum of experience"

(Schechner 1993 42).
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Locating 'the reøI me'?

The camera provided not simply a reflection of the participants' sense of identity but its

use enabled that identity to be constituted. Shaviro, drawing on Walter Benjamin's

understanding of the experience of film, referred to the tactile cinematic image and the

effect on the observer. The blurring of what is observed and the observer becomes, he

argues, a moment of mimesis. How much more so is this when the subject of that

depiction is also the object - for example, when the girls tumed the cameras on

themselves, on their own sense and portrayal of self? The resultant 'real me' is hard to

grasp, impossible to pin down.

Following Benjamin and Taussig, we must radically redefine the very notion of

identification, and say rather that the subject is captivated and 'distracted', made more

fluid and indeterminate, in the process of sympathetic participation. Mimesis and

contagion tend to efface fixed identities and to blur the boundaries between inside and

outside (Shaviro 1993: 53).

My observation of Fran's attempt to capture herself on camera provides an interesting

example of this. As was often the case with the other girls, I felt there \Mas an interesting

gap between the ways I frequently saw her offcamera and the way she tailored her portraits

to experiment, to play with her camera image, to experiment with different identities.

I had ananged that Fran should have the camera to video some quieter sections for her film
in her home. I knew her as 'Fran' in full swing at Cirkidz, energetically taking part in the

workshops or in performance at shows. I had been present when, in Sara's film, Fran had

been part of her friendship group and I had also viewed Sara's video of her party where

Fran had been a guest.

I saw her as ebullient. Her verbal and body language were effusive and totally

unrestrained, irrespective of whether there was a camera present to catch her moods and

behaviour or not. At Cirkidz workshops she dominated the conversation with loud

comments, bawdy or insulting jokes and raucous laughter. The most agile of the members,

she performed backflips and bodily contortions with ease and with superb skill and

dexterity, as can be seen in figure 6.

She carried her body with an unrestrained ease and was extremely physical with her close

friends, both male and female; sometimes this caused some comment and certainly her

physical intimacy with most of the boys in the group had disturbed some of the girls from

time to time. On Sara's video, where she had taken film of her friends in the city, there

were several shots of Fran doing multiple somersaults on the lawn outside the Adelaide
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In her room, in front of the camera, she sat upright and quietly poised on her bed asking

me if I had had a good week and generally making 'polite conversation' for a few minutes.

After she adjusted the bedside lights so that a dull blue light shone on her face from a

striking angle, she talked about who she felt she was, her ambitions, her likes and dislikes.

It was in this context that she told me that she particularly enjoyed her quality of
childishness and her ability to play. It highlighted for me the very self-consciousness of
her pose and the awareness that her more mature serious stance was just as much a play

with image and style as her earlier expressions of frivolity and fun.

Actions and thoughts performed on tape, but not in front of a visible audience, create a

space for experimentation, a moment of blurring of what are designated private and public

worlds. A fascinating moment illustrating this was when Grace suddenly told me that she

wanted to dance. She had been filming and talking about her bedroom in my presence and

then she suddenly asked me to leave the room. Once alone, she played her favourite tapes

and danced by herself in front of the video for about ten minutes. Then I was allowed back

into the room and she continued her more mundane filming. It seemed as though here was

an instance of music enabling the 'saying' of what was perhaps usually unsayable,

something that could only be articulated silently through the body.a2 This anecdote leads

on to another rich area of speculation - the symbolic roles and utilisation of music.

Music and mimesis

Music played a central role in footage taken by all of the girls, a point which will be

discussed at length in chapter 7. For now I will only comment on some of the ways in

which music was combined with the girls' camera use through dance and other aspects of
performance. Several girls recorded their own dancing to their favourite musicians but

when it was 'serious play' it was recorded as either 'fly on the wall' (as in Pat's depictions

of the Rave scene) or as a secret activity (as in the case of Grace). In any other recording,

the girls tended to exaggerate their movements - using humour to stress their ironic

stance. So, for example, when Diane filmed her two friends, Helen and Jane, dancing in

front of her TV to one of Peter André's songs, their movements echoed exactly those of the

dancers on the television screen in the pop clip.

The girls swept in front of the screen, shoulders raised, gazing with sophisticated disdain

over their shoulders, back at the camera.

a2This incident wilÌ be referred to again in the next chapter where I look at the relationship between the body
and self-hood.
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the more usual serious recording of experience was abandoned in favour of exaggeration, a

very clear excessive posing or ironic stance. The example of Diane with her friends, above, is

one such moment. Perhaps a less immediately obvious example of mimetic excess, but a

poignant one, nevertheless, was revealed in Kate's video. She and a friend began by seriously

asking each other about leisure time and school. After a while, they began to stage the

interviews, deliberately placing the interviewee in deep shadow to 'conceal'her identity while

asking emotive questions about school, parental and peer group expectations and so on. The

interviewee would pretend to cry and the interview would frnish by the interviewer saying

softly and with a great show of concem, "Would you like to end the interview now?".

Because, in actuality, the girls attended different schools and because they saw Kate's

school as the more academic, their video personae differed accordingly. So, in the first

scenario, Kate pretended to suffer distressing teasing by her peers because her B grade

average was not high enough. When they swapped roles, her friend pretended to be

distressed because herfriends teased her for her high academic achievements. This portion

of the video was an extremely elaborate parody of a current affairs programme but it also

resonated with their o\ün concerns and awareness of class differences and familial

expectations. After a while, they tried to return to the same interviews in a more serious

vein but they soon switched off the camera, perhaps aware that the scenario was too

unsettling to discuss or portray without humour or intense role-play.

Conclusion: Cleaning up the Image

In this chapte¡ I have explored only one aspect of the whole research - the use of the

camera by the girls as a means to 'play with' and 'explore' possible identities through

particular generic styles and televisual forms. In the process of this exploration I have

considered the particular effrcacy of the photographic frame and small domestic video

camera to enable this reflexivity. When the participants came to edit and condense their

footage in the edit suite, the exercise proved even more liberating because sound and image

could be separated and new selves could clearly be created in the final video product.

Images could be removed as though they had never been. Old 'selves' could be revisited

and scrutinised for their 'authenticity' at representing 'the real me' or 'the me as I am now'.

Sara expressed the difficulty of the exercise in the following way, grinning ironically:

I've chctnged a lot over the three ),ears which made editing hard. Sometimes looking

at m¡t5¿lf .o, tike tooking in a mirror at a great big zit. a5

a5 Obviously one of the worst scenarios for a teenager is discovering the face in the mirror has a blemish that
she hadn't noticed before ("a zir."). h is another aspect of the body seen as 'out of control'. This issue is
explored more fully in the following chapter. However highly significantly in the context of ¡åis discussion it
is worth noting that 'zits'can be covered up and eventually they disappear as though they had never been.
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The usual way of analysing film texts such home-produced artefacts - would be

through f,rlm theory which draws on semiotic and psychoanalytic concepts as, for example,

in the work of Modleski (1988), Penley (1989), Williams (1983, 1989) and many others.

However, while these approaches are valuable and insightful, here I am drawing on what

may be described as concepts of identity that have emerged in late modernity, specifically

the concepts of play and mimesis.a6 I seek to emphasise the phenomenological and

physiological factors that underlie film-making and viewing. The cinematic apparatus in

this paradigm is not creating "an impression of reality" (Baudry 1986) but a palpable and

disturbing power. Walter Benjamin calls this "the physical shock effect" which "disrupts

the traditional, historically sedimented habits and expectations of vision; it undoes the

transcendental and phenomenological structures that claimed to regulate perception and to

ground and unify the ego" (Shaviro 1993).

Childhood and adolescence usually allow space to play, and play as we have seen, is a very

serious, often desperate, venture - a testing and stretching of boundaries to harness a

sense of certainty. For the teenage participants in this study, their engagement with

narrative style, genre and form in their own film making indicated their searching for and

struggle with their sense of shifting possible identities. At the end of the filming process,

Hilary stated: "The f,rlm has shown me change is the only certainty in life".

Of course in any stage in life, but perhaps most dramatically during adolescence, change

is most clearly manifested through the body changes that are experienced

phenomenologically and which are remarked on by others. In the next chapter I examine

the relationship between technology and the body, how the camera was specifically used

by the girls to understand these changes and to 'play' with the usual perceptions of the

feminised body. This inevitably leads us back to the question of play, of serious play or in

Schechner's terminology "dark play" (1993). Is part of the danger of the protean self that

it can be ungendered, that in its very constitution it opens up more spaces for uncertainty

rather than providing a sense of cohesion or closure?

to While the original ideas of mimesis (and certainly from Walter Benjamin's perspective) obviously could not
have been interpreted as 'postmodern', the way that such 'othering'and playing with shifting subjectivities
reflects a blurring of symbolic boundaries can suitably be regarded in this way.
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CHAPTER 3

FAR FROM SUGAR AND SPICE

What after all, is more personal than the life of the body? And for women, associated

with the body and largely confined to life centred on the body (both the beautification

of one's own body and the reproduction, care and maintenance of the bodies of

others), culture's grip on the body is a constant, intimate fact of everyday life (Bordo

1993: l7).

It's prett¡, funny looking at old photos. I got them out todø¡' þsç6¡rte well I'nt kind of

Iooking to see who I ant...and I think that who ),ou are is made up of our past...lt's

reallyfunn¡, seeing me onthe outside'cos all I know ís nte onthe inside (Hilary,, ¿¡r"rt

address to camera).

Introduction: The 'Withness' of the body 1

The body is an inescapable and paradoxical presence. In the previous chapter, I related

how Grace, during a session where she was filming her room, suddenly asked me to "go

outside. I want to dance". She then continued to video, but this time recording herself as

she moved rhythmically to the music. Although she said I could view the tape later, at that

moment, it seemed, she wanted to experience and record the moment alone. It was a

moment of the 'unsaid', perhaps the 'unsayable', a poignant example of the intensity and

anxiety of when the embodied self reflects upon and constitutes itself as 'other'. Grace

wasn't simply dancing alone. She was dancing in a new dress that she had just bought and

had put on to show me.t She was watching herself dancing, watching the movement,

watching the impression and recording that moment. It was undoubtedly a moment of

surveillance, a manifestation of attempted control. All bodies, as Foucault (1979,1981) has

argued, are subject to surveillance, both from overt external sources and internalised

control. In this very process of 'watching', Grace was carrying out an objectification of

L Mary Beth Whitehead's epigraph accompanies Delmore Schwartz's poemThe Heav7, fr¿6¡v (1959, Setected
Poems).
2In fact it was he¡ onl;'informal dress at that time as she didn't usually like wearing dresses or skirts. Her
usual outfit was jeans or other casual trousers. She did possess a bridesmaid dress that she showed me which
she had worn at her father's remarriage.
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herself, a chance to survey, to alter, to become something and someone else. It was above

all a surveillance of herself as 'body in action'.3

In this chapter, by focussing my analytic lens on the significance of this kind of self-

surveillance, I am extending the earlier discussion of the way the girls reflected upon and

constituted their sense of self. Specifically I am investigating the intersection of embodied

subjectivity, gender and representation. In describing the ways in which the girls in my

fieldwork negotiated their worlds through their bodily action and the ways they talked

about embodiment, I am looking at how they sought to explore and 'represent' themselves

through their bodily practices. The girls' "rhetorics of self-making" (Battaglia 1995) were

enacted through their bodies, their explorations involving negotiation of both similarity

and difference, the marking of boundaries between self and other (Harraway 1990, 1991;

Feher 1989). As in the previous chapters, I again draw on notions of 'play as work';this
case it is body work, "the most immediate and most important form of labour that humans

engage in" (Schilling1993:118).In other words, this was 'serious play'indeed.

Following the framework already established earlier in the thesis, and indeed taking a lead

from Hilary's words quoted above, I will explore the significance of bodily expression and

bodily experience from the 'outside' to the 'inside', from the public realm of experience to

the more subjective and personal. Such a journey also takes us through a consideration of
the senses, conceived of in their own hierarchy of significance, from the distant and

extrinsic (sight and hearing) through to the more 'basic' and tactile (touch and taste).

Yet immediately this incident concerning Grace serves to remind us of the essential

paradox and difficulty of any discussion of the body in the constitution of subjectivity, for

the body is both 'contained and container at once' (Stewart 1984: 104), both biological

organism and cultural representation (Falk 1994). Hilary, quoted above, articulates in a

3 Our bodies are inescapable. Not just in moments of physical distress or pain but in our everyclay sociaÌ
encounters, the degree of our awareness of our bodies and the bodies of others facilitates or hinders our sense
of relatedness; how at ease and how communicative we feel. The essence of that ease is our sense of (selfl)

control. A crumb of food left on the teeth when we smile, an article of clothing slightly askew, bodily fluid
escaping from any orifice, indicates to others - and to ourselves if we a¡e made aware of the social slip -that we have less than perfect control of our appearance and our bodily functions. The body thus "is the locus
of all that threatens our attempts at control. [t overwhelms, it erupts and disrupts" (Bordo 1988: 92). The body
in other words is an integral part of human agency; it both constrains and facilitates. Bodily control inevitably
entails a retention of the underlying concept of the mind/body split. This division, although vigorously
contested as arbitrary though strategic, in post-structuralist and post-modemist arguments, nonetheless remains
with us. This understanding of the duality of mind and body, appropriated from the Greeks, persists into late
20th century popular discourse along with other interrelated cultural dichotomies. In this way, the mind/body
dualism, attached to other powerful constellations of meanings, still shapes the majority of our understandings
of the (Western) world and our place within it. This body/mind split will resurface in my discussion of space
in chapters 4 and 5 and my discussion of music in chapter 7.
Grace's behaviour was also, in terms of the conceptual framework I have used so far, a moment of 'serious
play'. This was not a moment of light-hearted self examination or the distancing of the self in a moment of
humour. The very fact that Grace wanted to explore this moment alone, in 'private' as it were, suggests that
that this was a very delicate and potentially disturbing moment for her, a moment of mimesis.
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different way what Grace is enacting. She talks about knowing herself "only from the

inside" and wanting to learn more about herself from representation, from photos, from her

past. But in order for both girls to conceive of their bodies in this way, in terms of inside'

and'outside', they are also drawing on an historically and culturally specific mental

process. It is a process that defines 'me'in relation to 'not-me'. It is the very concept of
"différance" (Derrida 1976, l98l), being a separate'individual', that requires an

'otherness' for its emergence. It stands theoretically separate from society like a painted

relief but emerges as 'naturalised', the way things are. In other words, one can only see

and 'know' oneself through a cultural prism.

One of the consequences of such a cultural conception of the self and the body lies in the

notion of control; who owns the body? Who is responsible for this body and its actions?

In contemporary Western society, including Australia, the dominant cultural belief is that

personal control of the body is the responsibility of the individual alone; that is, that the

individual subject owns her body. In this way, the individual's concern and management

of her body is dependent upon the primary cultural belief in individuality and

independence (Becker 199Ð.4 It is one of the major defining attributes of mature

personhood. Deutsch calls this'the body as achievement concept', arguing that it is
through the body that the distinction between identity and personhood lies:

My body is only as it is articulated within my being as a person. To appropriate the

physical means to acknowledge the given conditions - the physical structures,

drives, powers, capacities - and to bring them firmly into the fabric of my achieved

identity. A body, then, always belongs to someone. The primary meaning of the

concept is its achievement sense...A person is his/her achieved identity (Deutsch

1993:8-9, emphasis in the original)

This does not mean that this primary belief is never contested nor that, in fact,

enormous paradoxical 'conflicts of interest' do not arise within this premise, for
individuals belong to several cultural fields of influence at the same time, as I shall

demonstrate below. In fact, one of the main issues of contention that arise between

parents or adult authority figures and adolescents centres on exactly this question -
who has the right to control this body? For young people, and especially female

' Not all cultures experience this understanding of personhood of course. I will argue that in contemporary
Australian culture the person is commonly understood "as an individuated being as opposed to the person as a
relational or interdependent member of the community" (Becker 1994: 100-1). This has consequences for the
way young people experience their bodies in a number of ways. Firstly, as in all cultures, cultivation of the
body is the responsibility of those who are deemed to possess it. Thus, in some societies, the nurture and
portrayal of the body clearly and unambiguously falls under the care of a kinship group, a mother, a father or
other clan member. This will be discussed in far more detail in chapters 4, 5 and 6 as I apply these concepts
of personhood more closely to social netwo¡ks.
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adolescents, that is where a great deal of the sense of struggle and concern about the

body resides.

For teenage girls - because women are far more often acutely subject to the scrutinising

gaze of others - such discourses lead to a despising of, and a distancing from, their own

healthy pubescent bodies as they attempt to survey and critically monitor, and affect their

own corporeality (Walters 1995). For teenagers, especially around the age of 13-16, the

gap between the idealised images of the body, the 'appropriate' limiting and constricting

ways of behaving and their real life experiences, is particularly glaring.

This is mainly because the pubescent body is changing and developing at a rapid rate and

these changes are not usually under the control of the individual.s There are physiological

changes to height, weight, skin, and fat-distribution in ways that can be rapid and therefore

frequently distressing. They occur just at a time when the young person is starting to feel

perhaps more independent and in control of her world. There is also usually a move at this

time from the more cosseted atmosphere of primary school to the larger more competitive

world of high school. Hormonal changes happening on the inside of the body manifest

themselves mainly on the outside but also in the way the teenager feels about herself, her

peers and her relationships with others.6 There is a general feeling of being out of control

and out of step with herself because it is a time when the body and the conscious 'self'

seem particularly out of kilter. She becomes particularly self-conscious about her body.

The teenager also becomes especially aware of, and internalises, the cultural significance

of these physiological changes as others, both adults and peers, comment on these

developments and as the young people compare themselves to others (Simmons et al.

1973). Again, as recent research suggests, this seems to be particularly so for girls.

In adolescence, girls show an increased tendency over boys to place a high value, on body-

image and same-sex popularity. Thus girls might be placed in increased jeopardy both

because they value peer opinion more ('the reflected self'), especially at the point of

transition to secondary school, and also because they value body-image more at a time

when their body is changing dramatically and social comparisons along this dimension

become more problematic (Hendry et al. 1993).

5 See a recent novel by Faye 'Weldon Gro'tvittg Rich. In this weird and bizarre tale, the young assertive
protagonist is courted by the Devil. Because she refuses him, he transfers every outsider's gaze and thought
literally onto her body. As a result the girl has no idea how her body will look from minute to minute or how
it will behave. In her usual surrealist style Weldon manages to capture the female adolescent's insecurity with
her body, the metaphors being taken very seriously indeed.
6 I am using the female form as a generic term here for simplicity ancl because, although male adolescents also
are affected by these processes, I believe it is still far more acute for girls. They are still the primary target of
teenage advertising that focuses on look and image.
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The second consequence that this cultural belief brings in its wake is a central one for this

whole thesis: that is, the public porlrayal of the self relies on a paradox, the tension and

bluning between sameness and difference, between being and becoming, between referent

and representation. The paradox occurs primarily because there is the understanding that,

as the body is perceived as the responsibility of the individual person, so, it is believed, in

its representations lies the essence of the self. The way cultural symbols are manipulated

and expressed through the body in dress, gesture, deportment and adorrment is a key

strategy towards this end (Goffman 1959). It is a way of expressing the self as different,

or in deconstructionist terms a marking out of "différance" (Derrida 1913,1918,1981); in

the case of the young women in my research, for example, a way of 'constituting'

themselves as female as opposed to male or as adolescent as opposed to adult.T At the same

time (for one cannot be a 'self in isolation) such cultural symbolism also indicates

distinction (Bourdieu 1984). That is, each person struggles to express a certain kind of
femininity, a certain kind of adolescence, a cerlain kind of individual.

Dress, adornment, stance, a 'pose'- all cultural symbols that are manipulated to express

the self- indicate to others that this person belongs to a certain group, and is a certain type

of person. It is a sign, in other words, of group identity. It is a way of distinguishing and

promoting oneself through association with others; the 'disciplined' body becomes seen as

a cultural symbol of success. These two terms, 'différance' and distinction are not actually

discrete but depend upon each other for meaning; like the two sides of a sheet of paper,

separated only theoretically. Individuation, in this conception, depends on distinction.

In this way, the body itself can be seen as a paradox. It is the "site of enorrnous symbolic

work and symbolic production" (Turner 1984: 190). It has a massive job to do. Bodies

become the way personal value is demonstrated both to the self and to others, but only

through continuous effort. They are sites where a great deal of work is involved to perfect

these images; the body becomes a project, a "work in progress" (Rodin 7992: 58; Smith

1988). Perfection of the body does not become the end goal in itself but a sign of the

quality of investment, the symbol of the determination and commitment to 'self-making'

Body work especially under Western consumer capitalism enhances the 'value' of the body

(Tumer 1984; Becker 1994; Schilling 1993; Elias 1978; 1983; Bourdieu 1981; 1984;

Featherstone 1991).8

7 I am indicating here that 'difference' does not have anything to do with biological facts as such but the
manner in which cultural expression indicates one body female and one body male. All the girls in my
research expressed their understanding of femininity in often extreme inscriptions; it was in Connell's terms
often an "exaggerated femininity" (Connell 1986). Is this because as Moira Gatens suggests "the female body
cannot provide the ontological foundation required by those who assert an essential sexual difference?"
(Gatens 1996: 7I).
8 In fact it is not simply in consumer capitalism that body work has added value to the body. See Douglas 1986;
Blacking 19'77 : Lock 1993.
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Furthermore, in this conception, successful body work as an indication of the ability and

self-discipline of individuals elides to reflect their moral f,rbre; the disciplined body is one

which one ought to possess, ought to be. Self-surveillance of the body indicates moral

surveillance and responsibility. This is particularly and intensely so for the female body.

Because the body itself in'Western tradition has been seen as the basis of epistemological

and moral error and women are (still) culturally perceived as more closely associated with

their bodies than men (Bordo 1993). In this way, the female body, along with other

complementary derivative distinctions, becomes the epitome of moral ambivalence.e If the

body is the basis of 'un-reason', that is instinct and appetite rather than thought, the female

body consequently is seen as the source of moral abjection.r0

In this context, we can see that 'serious play' is a way of testing out rather delicate territory.

It is a way of exploring and establishing issues of ownership - who owns this body? Who

has rights to this body? It is a way of establishing personal status and group identity. It is
a way of simultaneously investigating, constituting and representing what kind of self is

deemed appropriate, what kind is possible and, by implication, what kind is totally

unthinkable. It is way of establishing a moral body. To untangle the implications of these

conceptions, I will analyse a range of incidents of 'fantasy'and 'serious play', from some

where the girls explored embodied experience in social contexts they deemed public to

other areas they constructed as private.rì Sometimes the exploration of the self became too

threatening, 'too close to the bone', as it were. It evolved, then, as we have seen before,

e Such as nature/culture; male/female; appetite/reason. See Ortner 1974; Or¡ner & V/hitehead 1981.
r0 Early Christianity of course associated woman with physical tust, clefining and describing her as the negative
of man and reason. The mind associated with the maìe is extoÌled at the expense of physical matter connected
with the female (Figes 1978; Cixous 1981; Cranny-Francis 1995). For an extreme view based on
'revolutionary feminism' see Hester 1990. She sees the phenomenon of witchcraft in 16th and 17th century
England as an early example of universal male supremacy effected through the patriarchal construction of
female sexuality as dangerous and in need of restraint. For some time, feminist theorists within and outside of
the discipline of anthropology have attempted to explain and critique the way women have been represented in
terms ofbody, biology, nature, instinct (see Ortner 1974; Suleiman 1986; Jaggar and Bordo 1989; Grosz 1991;
Bordo1993;Csordas1994). Whileanthropologistshavebeenawarethatsuchrepresentationsarenotuniversal
and that the explanatory force of the women/ nature; male/ culture divide has also been critiqued (Mathieu
1978; MacCormack & Strathem 1980), Western male bias still has been carried into the field by
anthropologists trained in Western practices. Along with this bias are certain ways of thinking about and acting
on constructions of the feminine. Henrietta Moore calls this "the three-tiered structure of male bias" in
fieldwork (1988: 2). For my purposes I refer to this association of women's bodies with the need for
su¡veillance and moral responsibility, as I argue in this chapter that these underlying myths remain in the
everyday experiences and social practices of the young \¡/omen in my research. The young woman who steps
outside of socially proscribed or 'appropriate' behaviour is in danger of being described (by other girls as well
as boys or adult figures), as 'a slut' or 'a whore'- connecting her 'aberrant'behaviour with an excess of
female sexuality. All the young women in my research thus carried around with them a constant concern about
how their bodies were viewed by others, particularìy in terms of mo¡al behaviour. The worst thing any of the
girls could be called was 'a slut', as we shall see.
rr This path also takes us inevitably through consideration of the role of the senses, for they too are culturally
hierarchised and differentiated; Sight, hearing and smell, often conceived of as the most important senses, rely
on distance. They are senses that require a gap between the body and the referent, the thing perceived, heard
or smelled. Touch and taste are the two senses that require contact with the body. They are the most intimate
of the senses; as such, I will argue they are most closely intertwined w'ith notions of selfhood and therelore can
be the most difhcult and ambiguous to explore through play.
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into mimetic excess. This was either expressed by adoption of an extreme parodic or ironrc

stance or emerged as 'dark play' where no humour was possible.

To serve as an entry point into this discussion of the relationship between body and self

and of how that nexus intersects with each girl's sense of psychic 'fit' within their world,

I tum again to my fieldwork. I introduce the reader to two bodies 'in action'to see the ways

two young people 'watched themselves'.t2 It is also an introduction to clear indicators of
simultaneous sameness and difference, highlighting many of the issues outlined above. The

occasion was my first dramatic encounter with Bekk.

Watching the Watchers

It was my second visit to Diane's media studies class at her school. The previous week I
had been struck by the small size of this class (consisting only of about sixteen students)

and by its gross gender imbalance. Of the sixteen, the only girl attending at that time had

been Diane. The students were working in pairs to complete various projects. Diane and

her partner had been investigating 'Heavy Metal' music, which, in this case specifically

meant loud, electric guitar music where the emphasis was on the aggressive, often

discordant sounds not the lyrics. The lyrics, understood by the initiated but not so easily

by the casual listener, were often extremely sexist and anti-social. During the time of my

visit an extremely graphic and lurid cover of a popular Heavy Metal CD cover was being

passed around the classroom. Diane preferred 'Techno Pop' she told me, giving examples

of commercial dance music, songs by Michael Jackson, Peter André and New Kids on the

Block. Howeve¡ 'Heavy Metal' was the only music her partner was interested in so they

were studying that. This deference to male music 'taste' and in fact the way gender could

influence and affect the style and form of the music and its context, was one I was to meet

continually in my fieldwork.r3

On that first occasion, I had become aware of a marked difference in bodily deportment

and appearance between the boys and Diane. The boys had openly lounged in their

chairs, sprawled over the desks, talked and laughed loudly and seemed quite relaxed. In

comparison, she sat upright, absolutely controlled in the way she positioned and

presented herself. Her bodily 'restraint' was expressed in other ways, apart from

deportment. Her hair, obviously freshly washed, was immaculately groomed. Her school

tt 'A *o-un must continually watch herself. She is almost continually accompanied by her own image of
herself...from earliest childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself continually" (Berger
1972: 46).
t'This i. discussed further in chapter 7.
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uniform was neat and orderly, in marked contrast to that of the students around her, in fact

in contrast even to the physical conditions of the classrooml At this early stage in my

fieldwork and our acquaintance, I assumed her patent lack of ease was due to her being

the only girl in the classroom.

When I arrived in the same room the following week, I discovered there was another

female student in the class - Bekk. In contrast to Diane's quiet entry, Bekk entered the

room like a tornado. She was bubbly, flirtatious and garrulous, wearing her blond

shoulder-length hair in what was a popular scraggly 'messy look' style. She wore a white

t-shirt printed with a lurid design, indicating it was very obviously not official school

uniform. She was loud and, ostensibly, supremely self-confident.

She immediately mingled with the boys chatting about her weekend and her time away

from school. She had been away for a week and a half. On spotting me, she yelled across

the room to the teacher, "Mr 8., have we got the new teacher? Who is that?" Then a few

minutes later she asked me directly, 'Are you a new teacher?"

She wandered restlessly around the classroom, towards the heater at the back left hand

corner and then back again over to the chairs and desks on the right to where Diane was

sitting. As she meandered, Bekk loudly recounted a cacophony of diverse personal

information in a stream of 'free-association': that she had had food poisoning from

drinking mint sauce the week before; that the boys must have learnt how to put the

classroom heater on since she had been away; that her mother didn't like Les (Bekk's

curent boyfriend) who had been living with them for the past three weeks; that she wanted

someone to "put on some music. I want to dance!" Then apparently feeling that more

dramatic activity was needed, she grabbed a tie from one of the boys, tied it around her

own neck, and exclaimed, "I love wearing ties. They suit me."

The teacher intervened, attempting to bring back some semblance of order into the class-

room. The students in some show of settling down, obligingly split up into groups, with

about six going into adjoining rooms which had video and sound-mixing facilities.

However, six other students stayed in the classroom, chatting to each other and to me.

Diane sat near me to talk about my film and research project. As I showed Diane the video

camera, one of the boys asked if he could look through the lens. He immediately trained

the camera towards Bekk who lay full length across the desks. Far from retreating from

the camera's gaze, she stretched out her body in an exaggerated pose of a fashion model

and purred "Do you want to see my legs?"

After a while she moved again, until this time she was on my left. She repeated the story

of her food poisoning, explaining that it was from drinking an entire bottle of mint sauce.
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It had been the result of a dare from her mother "for ten bucks. So I did it," said Bekk, "and

I was ill." Her mother hadn't given her the money but she had bought her two packets of

cigarettes, so "that was the same thing". Bekk gave all this information totally unsolicited,

obviously aware that it won her attention.

Finally the conversation retumed to the topic of music again, and specif,rcally about

Madonna as her concert was forthcoming. Bekk admired Madonna tremendously because

"she stands up for what she believes in". One boy in the class quickly and crudely chipped

in "She makes other things stand up". Bekk told him to "Shut up". The teacher who had

been working on a computer in the class room, but apparently simultaneously listening to

the interchange, intervened:

Teacher

Bekk

Teacher

Bekk

Teacher

Bekk

Diane

Bekk

What do ),ou think Madonna believes in?

She believes in standing up for what she wants.

She beLieves in doing what she vvants.

Yes but wh¡, 6¡o"t she do that?

She beLieves in it.

But wlrut do ¡,6y think she does it for?
(quieter) Mone),, I suppose

The teacher's assumption that Madonna's purpose (and ultimately her meaning for young

women) could only be part of her marketing ploy was presented as though to counteract

Bekk's admiration for Madonna. However, as I had already learnt to suspect, Bekk

couldn't be suppressed for long. She launched into a counter attack:

Bekk She has a great bo$t. lf )'ou look at her arms the¡, s¡. reaLly muscl¡'

because she works out all the tinte. I can sa¡, that. I notice girls'bodies

but I'm not being a lesbian or ctny¡l1fv¡g. I can go up and say to Diane,

"Diane, you have got a good body". 8o7,5 çor't say about another bo¡,,

he's got a good body, because they ¡1¡¿ scared of people thinking that

the¡, a7¿....

(interrupting)....Some boys say that other bo¡,s ¡or, got "cute butts" but

the¡, are just fooLing around. They qv. ¡rtt pretending to be...

I tell nq, boyfriend, "),ou Look at het She's got a good body." (laughs)

He sa7,5 " You're weird".

Bekk decided she wanted to hear some louder music so she left us abruptly and went into

the room next door only to return a few moments later wearing a baseball cap backwards.

She said she had borrowed a cap from one of the boys whom she said thought she looked
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like the lead singer from the Divinyls.ra Then she added "and he just kissed me. Everyone

tries to kiss me."

Bodily Praxis as Modes of Knowledge

This extended introduction to Diane and Bekk 'in action' serves as an entry point to the

discussion of "bodily praxis as a mode of knowledge" (Moore 1994).It is also a mode of
"capital" (Bourdieu 1984,1993). In the account we not only saw Bekk and Diane physically

interacting with others but also heard their articulations about the meaning for them of

different aspects of embodiment. Their understandings were both non-verbal, expressed

primarily through their own bodies and also through their articulated interpretations of bodily

practices of others. This included the significance of bodily appearance and the perceived

status of the bodies of some popular cultural icons, such as Madonna and The Divinyls. In

general, through their dress, stance and language, the girls indicated clearly the importance

of the body as "physical and symbolic capital" (Bourdieu 1984; Schilling 1993) - although

in some aspects their understanding of its 'currency' seemed very different.

For Bekk, her self-value came from being able to compete with the boys in terms of space,

language and an assertive sexuality, to "stand up for what she believes in" like Madonna.

For Diane, in her self-contained, quiet demeanour and acquiescence, it seemed to derive

from marking herself out as different from the boys. Both girls, in their own quite different

ways, were appropriating a particular exaggerated representation of femininity. Both

representations seemed to be extreme. Furthermore, in their sympathetic discussions of
Madonna, both girls indicated an ambivalent struggle to contest the usual confining images

of women as passive recipients of the gaze of (male) others.r5 There was an awareness that

such assertiveness, whether it was Madonna's or their own, comes with risk. Bekk could

declare herself the subject of the gaze, "I can say that. I notice girls' bodies" but only while

quickly asserting "I'm not being a lesbian or anything".'6 She also asserts herself to be

clearly heterosexual in her allusions to her boyfriend Les and her stated supreme

confidence that she is attractive to boys ("Everyone tries to kiss me!").

In the conscious and unconscious ways both girls present themselves in their world, they

draw our attention to other important aspects of 'bodily'management or body work. Their

laA popular music group with a female lead singer, ChristineAmphlet The Diviryls was formecl in 1980 and
is still rating highly today. Ol their six albums, two are in the US music charts. A relatively recent singÌe calÌed
(significantly for my purposes) 'I touch myself' reached no 4 in the States music charts. (Scott 1997).
¡s The importance of Maclonna and other popular cultural icons will be further explored in chapter 7.
to Boyr, they both noterJ, were even far more afraid ofbeing labelled'other', There was clearly an even stricter
hegemonic code of behaviour for young men in their world governing appropriate forms of masculinity. Girls,
they seemed to agree, paradoxically have more flexibility and freedom in this regard which, ofcourse, was part
of their 'definingly' feminine attribute. I shall return to this aspect of gendered behaviour below.
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different presentations of dress, hair, voice and deportment suggest that these are richly

complex areas to consider in more detail. In Bekk's anecdote about her food poisoning, she

is subverling two other ways in which bodily control and maintenance are usually thought

about. Firstly, ordinary food (mint sauce) has been used inappropriately and to excess.

Secondly, rather than express anger at her daughter for the behaviour, Bekk's mother

(usually mothers are considered the providers of nurturing food) instigated the behaviour

("It was a bet so I did it") and rewarded it with cigarettes - another harmful substance.rT

So how do we untangle all the complexities of embodiment hinted at here? Firstly, all

together these aspects of exploring socially acceptable boundaries and bodily behaviour

can be seen as 'play' in order to gain knowledge.r8 The body is the locus and primary

symbol of simultaneously acquiring, articulating and negotiating parlicular understandings

of the world. Bodies, as Bourdieu reminds us "take metaphors seriously". Wexler ( 1983)

argued for awareness of the primary role of body image, gesture and style as symbol in

research into young people's cultural expression:

The new social movements are movements of identity and not traditional economic

or political movements...they are the movements of the body, of personal freedom in

daily life...(Wexler 1983, quoted in Lesko 1988:127).

Bodily expression in this conception is firmly linked to identity. But what remains

unproblematic in so much of the research into Western youth social groupings and culture,

is the question of whose identity is being talked about? In what ways is distinction as

important as similarity in youth perceptions of style and social performance? How and

why are symbolic boundaries marked out between one body and the next even within the

same social groupings?

Thking Metaphors Seriously : Exploring Dffirence

What I am exploring here is not simply the way young people make themselves similar to

each other, by demonstrating allegiance to social groupings, for example, but the way

bodies allow and sometimes enforce expression of difference. 'Why is there such a

r7 This leads us into another important area of mother/claughter relationship which I will return to in chapter 4,

when I explore the signifìcance of domestic spaces for self-making.
18 This notion of bodily praxis being the core of self knowledge is not a new idea. It has been the focus of a

great deal of research in Cultural Studies, especially concerning Youth (Hebdige 1 979; Lesko 1 988) and central
also to understandings in Educational Psychology, Social and Cultural Anthropology, and Sociology (for
example, Douglas 1973; Lock, 1993; Featherstone, Hepworth & Turner 1991 ; Turner 1984, 198'7 , 1992; Jagger
& Bordo 1989; Merleau-Ponty 1962; Sontag 1979; Bourdieu 1984; Taussig 1987,1993, arnong many). It has
been especially central to understandings of (young) women's identity construction and (selfl)representation
(Hendry et aL. 1993; Ardener 1993; Smith 1987, 1988; Moore, 1994; Bordo 1993).
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difference in the way Diane and Bekk felt that they could and should engage in the world?

The two teenagers described above were from the same geographic locale and had similar

social, ethnic and class backgrounds.'n Yet even from the relatively short anecdote above,

we obviously cannot assume that Diane and Bekk, both 'working class' girls, perceived

and negotiated their worlds in exactly the same way. As was the case with all the girls in

my research, their friends and families, they had differently nuanced ideas about

representations of themselves as female, different ways of 'playing' with gendered identity,

different ways of expressing these understandings through their bodies. But exploration of
that difference is far from simple.

To understand articuÌations of difference we need to turn again to look at other bodies in

action, to understand other ways in which the all girls in my fieldwork negotiated the

ubiquitous gaze; firstly, there is consideration of the relationship between embodiment,

(gendered) subjectivity and (micro)culture; consideration, in other words, of the ways

bodily behaviour and the verbalised attitudes of these girls reflected and were attempts to

negotiate their particular taken-for-granted cultural understandings of their realities. The

second related consideration is how the macro culture and pervasive dominant discourses

of femininity, including its expressions through the media, interweave with those parlicular

understandings; how do they complement and where do they appear to contest or be

contradicted by everyday experiences? Where is the 'lack of fit' most apparent? The third

issue it is necessary to consider is the way morality intertwines with both sorts of
discourses, the meta and micro narratives, the different but interlocking ways of
understanding and being in the world. I will return to all of these issues as we consider the

ways particular girls explored their sense of self and their worlds, through their bodies.

Taking Metaphors Seriously: The Joy of Physicality

One of the first things I noticed on entering my f,reldwork were the very different ways that

the young people I came into contact with, and got to know, used their bodies; differently

from me and often differently from each other. The over-arching culture shock for me,

entering as an adult woman, was the sheer physicality of the teenage world. The girls on

the whole were still at the age when delight and freedom of movement was taken for

granted and I had almost forgotten in my own adult socialisation how much I had learnt to

leAs inclicated in chapter 1, the concept of social class, as it occurs in most of the existing research on young
people, fails to take account of the complexities of self-perception on 'class' and other social divisions. Class
grouping in particuìar is olten assumed to be homogeneous and frequently regarded as self-evident and
unproblematic as a means of classification. The result is often then a circular explanation or analysis of
behaviour: working class girls do this because they are working-class girls. This is developed fu¡ther in
chapters 5,6 and1.
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control and constrain bodily action. So, for example, any conversation I had with Kate was

undeftaken without any semblance of 'formality' in spite of our age and education

differences. There was no deference to me as an adult even from the first time we met. On

one particular occasion Kate conducted almost the entire conversation with me either

standing on her head or practising other yoga positions. She was simultaneously drinking

cordial with ice cubes, and as she sucked on an ice cube it repeatedly popped out of her

mouth by accident. She thought this was very funny as it kept sliding on to her lap or even

on to the floor. Another time, when I anived at her house, the first thing I saw was Kate

lying on her stomach outside the house on the driveway doing her homework. At f,rrst I
wondered if this was part of a science project (studying ants or something) but she said no

she just felt like doing her homework on the path. Other notes in my fieldwork remind me

that she would greet me in her drive way at home hanging from an old tyre or jumping on

her trampoline. It was rather like arranging meetings with the Cheshire Cat in Alice in
Wonderland; I was never quite sure where she would be next.2O

In fact the whole of my fieldwork led me into using my body in ways that as an adult I
have become unaccustomed. In previous chapters I have already recounted attending Rave

parties and discos and participating in the teenage workshops at Cirkidz. The latter

particularly involved learning many different kinds of bodily skills: attempting to juggle

(acquiring new hand/eye co-ordination skills); learning to clown (acquiring the ability to
be relaxed, to be 'silly' and 'unlearn' the appearance of control) or learning to be the base

of a human pyramid (acquiring the necessary skills to be strong and share personal space

and indeed parts of my body with others). On a much simpler level it meant doing what

my teenage participants did, such as being prepared to squeeze under the staircase at

school because that was where the group was having a conversation out of the eyes and

hearing of the teacher on duty.2l

It wasn't simply the lack of physical inhibition or having greater physical freedom of
movement that I often noticed; it was also paradoxically the overt concern with

scrutinising aspects of appearance and body parts. Perhaps because one was freer with

the body, one was aware that it was more 'in the limelight', more under the possible gaze

20 The repetition of the behaviour and delight in the physical joke of the spilling out of the ice cube from her
mouth, actually reminded me of when as small babies, children learn to master a particular skill by carrying
out a movement again and again with great hilarity.
2rOn such occasions as I relaxed and entered into the spirit ofthe event, I forgot my age and felt as though I
fitted in with the young people (my own moment of mimesis?). That was fairly easy to do at Cirkidz as fhe
girls were used to the blurring of age differences. What counted at Cirkidz was skills not age or authority. In
other situations, however my age suddenly became an issue only when my presence was noticed and drawn
attention to by other outside figures - usually other adults. For example, in the incident under the stairs the
teacher on duty arrived at the scene and in scolding the girls and sending them outside the building, looked
amazed to hnd an adult crouched into the small space too. During my hurried and slightly embarrassed
explanations to the teacher concerned, the girls giggled in delight.
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of others. Even without that awareness however, girls learn early that they have to "watch

themselves" (Berger 1972). They learn, in other words, that learning to be female is hard

work and that it requires a constant self-surveillance of the body to meet a ubiquitous

female ideal.

Taking Metaphors Seriously: Femininity as Discourse

To analyse the ways in which the ideal female body is understood and represented is to

immediately engage in a maze of paradoxes. The ideal female in dominant Western

discourse is young but sexually provocative; she is childlike but expected to be morally

responsible; she is passive but manipulative, full of 'feminine wiles'. In this discourse, her

paradoxes simply confirm her enigmatic status. Let us look at her a little more closely.

The primary discourse that the girls in my research met in their everyday encounters

was the dominant Western discourse of femininity, widely circulated in electronic and

print media representations. It was embedded in the discourses of their homes, their

schools and places of leisure even if it were also contested or negotiated there. This

discourse, while ever-changing, is constituted still by an extremely narrow, limiting set

of codes which circumscribe the ideal female body.22 In the context of the dominant,

Australian culture (and indeed in most of the Western world) that ideal currently has

four major components. Firstly, it is of a slender young woman. Indeed the body

should appear to be without obvious muscle, or, as Rosalind Coward notes, a body that

is "firm but bulgeless":

The shape is slim, lacking in 'excess fat' which is defined as any flesh which appears

not to be muscled and firm, any flesh where you can 'pinch an inch'...The only area

where flesh is tolerated is around the breasts... but even with breasts, the emphasis

is on the 'well-rounded' and 'firm' in keeping with the bulgeless body (Coward

1984: 40-41).

Secondly, although looking physically active, this body is passive, more done to rather than

doing. Although perhaps expected to be more assertive in the past twenty years, the female

22 It could be arguecl that over the past few years in Western Culture the discourse of femininity has changed
more rapidly through the voracious demands of consumer capitalism for novelty. However, a close look at
those changes and at their manifestation in young women's and teenage girls' everyday lives, reveals in fact
that little has changed in certain assumptions of women's gender relations. Some of the more dire
consequences are, of course, the growing numbers of anorexics and victims of other eating disorders, Bordo
observed that "the taking up of eating disorders on a mass scale is as unique to the culture of the 1980s as the
epidemic of hysteria \À/as to theVictorian era" (1993:168). See also Canoll Smith Rosenberg 1985.
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body is never allowed to be aggressive in this discourse. It takes up minimum space in

public arenas" and creates little noise.2a

The third component is that paradoxically, despite the sexualised or even eroticised

context, this body is not in fact sexually-mature, for it is the pre-pubescent underdeveloped

shape that is currently ideal in magazines, television, film and print advertisements.r5

Because it is ideally prepubescent the body actually lacks other secondary sex

characteristics such as bodily fat and hair. Margaret Le Roy notes that "What more than

anything else arouses (self) repulsion is our secondary sex characteristics - body hair and

fat...signs of sexual maturity; they are about being a woman rather than a girl" (1993: 10).

Susan Bordo refers to this required extreme and often androgynous thinness as "the

tyranny of slenderness" citing Kim Chernin's work (Chernin 1981) in her analysis of "the

intersection of culture with family, economic and historical developments and

psychological constructions of gender". The final aspect of this ideal feminine bodily

aesthetic is that it is always non-black and lighrskinned. It was an aesthetic I discovered

that was well and truly internalised in the young women in my research, as I detail below.

Early in my fieldwork I found there were several occasions when this awareness and

surveillance of the body became quite explicit, as for example, during my early visits to

Cirkidz. There I was struck by the openness with which the girls discussed and talked

about their bodies: one of my first sights was to see Cindy and Fran standing at the back

of the room gently feeling each other's faces. When I came up to them they said they were

trying to decide whose skin was the softest and invited me to feel too! Although less oveft

than at Cirkidz, I found that this scrutiny and commenting on physical appearance,

amongst all the girls during my fieldwork, was commonplace and frequent, friends

commenting immediately on any slight change in the other girls in weight, hairstyle and

clothes. Although Bekk considered she \üas unusual "noticing girls bodies", a mark of her

23 Recent research into gender issues and adolescence in Australia, Britain and United States inclicates that
while girls are far more visible in public places - on the street, in the dance club and in pubs, in their everyday
lived experience theirs is still an uncertain and subordinate position. As Sue Lees argues, "They may go to night
clubs or parties but the problem of getting home unscathed is a fear they routinely have to contend with" (1993:
5).
2a A greal deal of research has looked at the way women's 'noise'is devaluecl and the way \romen's speech is
rendered trivial. It becomes designated as 'gossip', 'chatter'or 'natter' whereas men's speech is understood to
have more importance or status as'talk'. See Spender 1980; Ardener 1975; Gilligan 1982; Griffin 1978.
Because such beliefs about the gendering of language and speech become naturalised, such understandings
have great implications for the education and socialisation of girls. In the classroom "boys are seen as lively,
curious, boisterous and aggressive while girls are seen as docile, quiet and passive" (Poole 1986).
25 Two recent images from print media lend support to this argument. The first is a stark and disturbing
photograph on the front page of the weekend edition of a quality national ne\'r'spaper. accompanying an article
about the young age of models and the extreme thinness demanded by the fashion industry. The photo depicts
angular plastic mannequins designed with a protruding ribcage to emphasise their gaunt frames. The second
article and photographs were featured inWho, a popular weekly magazine which, in providing photos of young
teenage models and while purporting to express shock and disapproval, added to what amounts to "the
eroticisation of little girls" (Walkerdine 1997).
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own distinction, in fact every girl in my fieldwork seemed acutely aware of and

commented on others' appearance and behaviour.

On one occasion Diane was videoing in her bedroom with her two friends, Jane and Helen.

At one point, Jane took the camera and filmed her sister Helen, while Diane asked the latter

questions from the magazine romance quiz. As the others responded aloud to the quiz with

great hilarity, Jane made a simultaneous commentary sotto voce, giggling as she filmed.

"Here we have the world's most famous ntodel being filnted with the world's most

fanto us i nt e rtt i etv e r "

She zoomed in with rhe camera for a close up.

"Hntm! Nice skin! "

Sometimes the comments were far from complimentary, as when Jane then zoomed the

camera in onto her sister's body: "Look at that belly! Look at that belly!"

Such comments were made with affection and in a spirit of fun. Humour, such as this often

allowed a girl to express admiration or a disparaging remark about another girl. Certain

girls felt they had licence to comment like this or to genuinely voice their admiration for

another girl's physical attractiveness or behaviour. But as I indicated in the anecdote about

Bekk, this was not without risk. There was a fine line between what was appropriate

scrutiny and what was not; who could touch whom and who could not.

A Question of Touch

Best friends could often be in extremely close proximity to each other, sharing clothes,

space and bodies. This was usually carried out in the private spaces of bedrooms or at least

in areas where the girls could feel free to gossip, laugh, role-play and be intimate with each

other in this way and not feel embarrassed. Stuart Hall & Angela McRobbie dubbed such

behaviour as "bedroom culture", meaning peculiarly feminine activity enjoyed by teenage

girls in the privacy of their bedrooms as opposed to public arenas. In its original

1970s/1980s conception, researchers interpreted this as a kind of gendered resistance,

noting it was young women canying out an activity that was particularly pleasurable to

them. Jane Campion's shoft Australian film A Girl's Own Story also shows the girls role-

playing in ways that are far from suggesting resistance. I agree the pleasure is there but I
do not equate this with resistance. Rather, it was, as I noted earlier, play - different forms

of exploration with the body, with space, with relationships. I argue that play is far more

about "learning the game"; in other words, more about learning about accommodation and

incorporation than resistance.
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here becomes a 'doppelganger' , an extension of the seli the me who is not me. She can

see and reach parts of the body that the other can't - like the back of the head - and in

many ways personifies the concept of the alter ego. This is why 'best friends' are so

valuable especially in early female adolescence.2T

This does not mean that such intimacy always goes without notice from other people or

was acceptable in all female groups. Grace and Katie commented with a dismissive laugh

that often people asked them if they were lesbians "because we are so close". They were

obviously aware that their physical affection caused comment but seemed to consider

themselves, at that stage, as completely heterosexual in orientation. In fact, I was with

Fran and Cindy one day at Cirkidz when their intimacy became the focus of comment.

Usually at Cirkidz expressions of affection, between the children, teenagers and even

between staff and children, were not commented upon and were largely taken for granted.2s

This was because all bodies had to be physically close and share space in order to engage

in circus skills, as I noted earlier, and because it was part of the official policy to encourage

tolerance of all kinds. Hugging between the teenage participants, stroking and massage

seemed to be a perfectly appropriate form of affection that anyone might express to another

at any time. Yet one day, when Fran and Cindy were being particularly affectionate, one

of the boys called out to me "Hey you need the camera now! Look at these two 'lesos!"'

The girls just grinned and gestured rudely back to him - but the comment had been said.

All of the girls in my research, including the many beyond the ten key participants,

indicated that intimacy or affection between women in public attracted comment and

derision. Fran told me about walking down the main shopping mall in Adelaide arm in arm

with her mother and receiving cat calls, again about supposed sexual orientation,

suggesting their behaviour was inappropriate. The girls who attended Cirkidz learnt on the

whole to take such comments in their stride, although they were obviously aware enough

of the public consensus to comment about it to me. However, for other girls in my

research, the concern about attracting negative comment or being thought to have a

homosexual orientation led many of them to internalise these restraints and negative

attitudes. Quite ordinary activities could arouse gossip, create suspicion. I noted earlier

Bekk's speedy caveat that she was "not a lesbian or anything". On a quite different

occasion, Anne took over the camera and was filming Diane, her best friend, at school. In

" Thir ir not to suggest that female friendships 'naturally'become less important as the girl gets older but that
gender relations make their impact as the girls start to form more male / female relationships. See below in
the main text.

'8 Staff were aware of possible exploitation ancl potentially explosive situations between staff ancl children
because of the nature of the organisation. Discussions about potential abuse and other ethicaÌ concerns \ilere
frequently raised in my presence by various adults at Cit'kidz. Ian, the director at the time, vvas very concerned
that the Circus was a safe place for all children to come to. See chapter 4 for more detailed discussions about
the importance of space and privacy.
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a voice-over while she was videoing, she eulogised about her friend's qualities as well as

her physical attractiveness. Suddenly she seemed to pull herself up sharply, saying, while

still on camera, to her prospective audience, "I don't want you to think I'm like that. I have

a boyfriend and everything".

It was not simply affectionate behaviour to another woman that could bring upon the

'accusation' of being a lesbian. Hair cut too short or the wearing of an outfit deemed too

masculine could also create unwanted attention for the individual. Even Martine, a young

successful female executive in a major music company told me the same story. After speaking

for some time about the importance of female empo\üerrnent, she then added she felt she could

not go to venues alone or even with a female friend because "if you are not with a male partner

you are considered a 'dyke' or there is something wrong with you. You have to be in a

heterosexual relationship - you cannot be considered being single by choice".2e

I shall return to this point, the internalisation of surveillance and constraint, in more detail

below as it frequently carried with it a sense of moral guardianship. It is an important

aspect of the 'naturalising' of heterosexuality and the required gendered relations that

emerged with it. For the moment though, I just make the obvious point that as girls in my

research began to video themselves and their friends, turning the camera on each other and

themselves, the 'objective' scrutiny intensified. The first place that such scrutiny fell upon

was on 'the body's body'or the importance of clothes as manifestation of the'self'. It is
to this aspect of embodiment that I now turn.

Clothing the Body

During the course of my fieldwork several of the girls made a point of talking about their

favourite clothes or proudly displaying their new items to me, commenting, on and off the

camera, on the importance of the garments to their sense of self image. It was noticeable

that the girls who could least afford the expensive fashionable labels wanted them and

bought or attained them in some way.30 These were girls from lower socio-economic

backgrounds - (including the girls from Aboriginal homes) - where a combination of
single parenthood and unemployment was the norm. This was not simply a blind slavish

'n A simila. tale was told to me by Helena, a singer in a well-known local rock band in Adelaìde. Her stage
clothes were exaggeratedly feminine, in fact stereotypically vamp; fish net stockings, flowing low cut blouse
and a short skirt. This was what was expected of her, she said, as a singer and performer. The female drummer
in the band, however, had to wear unisex or masculine clothes in order to be appreciated for her music. The
musician had originally tried to wear her usual outfìts which were more feminine but had received many
negative comments from her audience until she changed her appearance.

'n If one clicln't have the monetary means one either 'racked'the clothes (stole them from the stores) or 'rollecl'
other people, that is, attacked other young people to obtain the clothes. Several ofthe girls in my fieldwork had
either been victims, observers or perpetrators of these types of scenarios.
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following of fashion but a selection which was meant to indicate acquired prestige and

membership of a discriminating group. Diane articulated it clearly. She had just 'modelled'

her new fashionable and expensive birthday clotbes to me with great delight and pride. I
asked her why she had parlicularly asked her parents for Adidas Equipment tops and Nike

shoes, knowing myself that money was particularly restricted in the family; her step-father

had recently been made redundant from his only employment.3r She answered thoughtfully,

"I can hold myself up when I wear them. People look at me and think, she knows the latest

fashion. She cares enough to wear them. It boosts my confidence."

Jasmine's mother, an Aboriginal single parent, told me resignedly that she felt that "the

problem with kids today is that parents (like her) try to make up for what they didn't have

in their own childhood and give them lots of things. Now the children expect it. They want

Nikes, Adidas T:shirts. They are all spoilt." She added that simultaneously she was trying

to save up for new lino for the kitchen floor because her present floor was shabby. She

didn't want her children to feel ashamed, she said, when their friends came.

Clothes and appearance were important then, for group membership and acceptance and

for knowing that one's body could be portrayed with confidence. The parents recognised

that even when it was impractical to buy their teenagers the clothes they desired. In Mary's

film, I noted previously how she had taken the camera on a tour of the shopping mall

portraying herself at an expensive sports store scrutinising the quality, checking the prices.

It is an important dimension of "the rhetorics of self-making" (Battaglia 1995) that I
discussed above, an important aspect of emulating and 'being the other' that one admires.

It could be seen in the less obvious adoption of a style, such as the degree of care,

grooming and body 'maintenance' that one displayed. I also commented earlier that

Diane's appearance was always one of scrupulous care and attention to detail in the way

she presented herself. Hilary too, even in her school uniform after a day at school, looked

immaculate and self-possessed. I commented on this one day to Hilary's mother who

always looked immaculate herself. She smiled and said "We try to keep up a standard."

There can of course be just as much an adoption of a style and stance when the individual

assumes a 'non-conformist' look as an 'anti-fashion', anti-materialist statement. A Grunge

or Retro look where the teenager deliberately wears shabby, torn and mis-matched clothes

provides a look or style that is meant to portray a casual, non-fashion look.32

In a totally different setting, I noticed the importance of clothes at the Blue Light discos

which I attended during my fieldwork. These are dances held and organised by the police

3' This was a family that talkecl to me about the possibility of having to sell the family car if Diane clid manage
to gain entry into aTAFE hospitality course. It was the only way they could conceive ofpaying for the fees.
32 This idea is developecl further in chapters 6 ancl 7.
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in an attempt to counter youth 'antisocial'behaviour. There I was surprised at how young

some of the dancers viere, approximately only about eight or nine years old, but also at how

they deliberately presented themselves as much older; although they were tiny in stature and

obviously physically under-developed compared to their older counterparts, many of these

eight-year old girls were dressed in ways that made them look like mini parodies of sixteen

year olds - tight shorl skirts, panti-hose, high heels, make up and tight crop tops. Whereas

I was used to eight-year olds dressing up in older clothes for fun or play, experimentally as

it were, I was not used to seeing tiny pre-pubescent girls dressing up as 'serious play' in

this way. And it was serious play, femininity as decidedly hard work.

Towards the end of one of the evenings, at about ten-thirty, there were a number of slow

romantic numbers and several of these younger boys and girls were dancing romantically

together. As I was to see on several future occasions, I noticed on this night how one of
the young couples, again probably about eight years old, was approached by an older group

of children - most of these children being about twelve year old - who apparently didn't

feel the young couple were being romantic enough. They instructed the boy how he should

be holding the girl and told them how to kiss each other. The little boy (who was quite a

bit smaller than the girl) and his partner smiled and giggled with embarrassment but

accepted the instruction.

I discovered a parallel monitoring of clothes and behaviour in the many Raves that I
attended. At first I noticed only the unisex baggy outfits, the oversized t-shirts and wide

short pants or long trousers that the boys and girls seemed to wear. I thought it was an

aspect of the almost sexless dance rhythms and the way the electronic music, lights and

dance movements emphasised the machine-like, robotic qualities of the dancers.33

However, after attending several dances myself and talking to Pat and her friends, I realised

that the implicit dress code was in fact far more restrictive for girls. Often the girls would

come with their hair in little bunches or tiny plaits reminiscent of small children. Rather

than the large loose tops, many of the girls would wear short cropped tops and close fitting

pants or short skirts; less suitable for dancing but marking them out as female and therefore

more conventionally feminine.

Other aspects of the significance of dress and image emerged when certain girls dressed

distinctively when they were preparing themselves for direct address to the camera. Many

of these were noted in earlier chapters, for example, Fran's deliberate choice of more

sophisticated 'feminine' clothing for her direct address to the camera. Mary too, in her

poignant 'confessional' use of the camera when she discussed her childhood experience of
abuse, deliberately selected clothes which portrayed her as mature and controlled.

t' I shall return to this aspect of music and clance performance in chapter 7
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Clothes thus in some situations can confer (adult) authority and status. Several of the girls

attended end of school formal dances during the time of my fieldwork. This required

wearing very expensive evening dresses many of which looked extremely anachronistic to

my eyes. An even more bizane example of anachronism to me \üas when Janine showed

me with great pride her evening dress acquired for the yearly Nunga Ball that she attended

with other family and friends. The rich colourful 'satins' which she and her sisters wore on

these glamorous occasions, with the compulsory accessories of long white gloves, reminded

me with a shock of old photographs of missionary days and colonial encounters.34

Apart from the adult status and authority I have noted here, clothes have another purpose

too. They have a great deal of symbolic significance in various social groupings and

institutions, serving iconically as direct pointers of social closure (Gerth & Wright Mills
1948, 1974), entailing "the singling out of certain social or physical attributes as the

justificatory basis of exclusion" (Parkin 1979: 44, quoted in Nilan 1992). Pam Nilan's

study of female groups in a Sydney Catholic School points to the way the girls used styles

of dress and comportment to categorise fellow students into social groupings.35 I found the

same in my research.

For example, the Nr.tnga girls indicated their allegiance to their social groupings by

combining the Adidas track suits, t-shirts and tops that were fashionable and popular with

a particular colour range - those of the Aboriginal flag and with images and icons of black

celebrities. Thus they almost always wore clothes of black or Aboriginal colours (red,

black and yellow) or clothes with particular symbols on them that represented a black

identity; Bob Marley was a favourite. On the other hand, several of the girls from Cirkidz,

even though they came from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, favoured second-hand

retro-clothes, implying an alternative, rather nostalgic anti-materialistic image. They were

scathing in their comments about people who wore Adidas clothes calling them "Townies".

To the initiated, clothes and style indicated whether the wearer had "got it (the look) right",

really belonged or \üas inauthentic, simply a "Tryhard" (Nilan 1992) that is, one who

attempted to indicate affiliation with a particular group but failed miserably to impress.36

So clothing style is also the first, easily identifiable way that young people indicate

allegiance to a particular social grouping or experiential community (Hebdige 1979).

Sometimes the layering of significance of this could be extremely complex. For example

" I .un only note again the appropriateness of Taussig's observations about mìmetic transfo¡mation. The
significance of this particular kind of clothing will be refened to later in the text.
35 See chapter 6 for more detail concerning the symbolic roles that clothing and styles play in the creation of
inclusivity and exclusivity in friendship groups.
36 'Tryhard' was a derogatory term that was used to signify someone who was not 'one of us'. I hearcl the term
repeatedly during my fieldwork to indicate 'otherness'
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Kate loved to 'dress up'. That is, she and her friends often deliberately would play with

image and style at home, by wearing unusual outfits and make-up. With her own money

obtained from her weekly allowance and babysitting, Kate had purchased a second-hand

wedding dress. She enjoyed playing and dancing in the dress but her actions should not

be read as an indication of an attachment or desire for traditional romance. In fact, I
believe that Kate would see this play with the dress as a kind of sophisticated ironic stance.

As I noted in Chapter 1, Kate was encouraged at birth to consider herself as strong and

independent. Her parents who were not married, brought her up in an open and feminist

manner striving to give their daughter a sense of her own personhood. Kate herself liked

to believe she was "an individual".3T She showed me her wardrobe, half of which was

filled with garments she called her "Hippy clothes". Many of these she purchased herself

like the wedding dress and most were second-hand, purchased from markets and

opportunity shops. They made her "feel like an individual" she said, an interesting echo

of Diane's reasons for choosing quite different types of clothes.3s

This is not to argue, of course, that the ideal styles and 'fashionable looks' do not change

- as with most teenagers' level of income, fashionable images are dependent on rapid

capricious turnover.3e At the lower end of the market, in strategic contrast to the fashion

statement of the elite, classic image, the emphasis is on a plethora of styles. Yet, there is

still an overall conformity of appearance; the length of the skirt, the cut of the cloth; which

parts of the anatomy can be exposed and emphasised and which not. Fashion, in all its
forms, is about sexuality and each era's fashionable image is about a particular connotation

and interpretation of sexuality and therefore about which aspects of the body are

considered particularly sexually provocative - the waist, the ankle, the buttocks, the

breasts, etc.

Today's fashionable image, influenced no doubt by the ideology of rapid material progress,

physical speed and the technological advances of film, video and computers, is not only

about adomment but about sexual daring, status and knowledge (Berger 1972; Coward

1984; Williamson 1986). This is expressed even in the photographic still, in terms of

t7 I think part of Kate's physical behaviour - the way she woulcl meet and talk to be me in different places
was an aspect of her desire to see herself as 'different'. For a similar reason my own daughter rejects any
popular brand-named clothes such as Sportsgirl or Esprit. Her reasoning is "everyone else wears them I like to
wear clothes that make me feel an individual". Thus like Kate she prefers to buy clothes from second hand or
'op-shops'. I return to this phenomenon furlher later in this chapter and also in subsequent chapters.
38 See above, but both reasons of course are aspects of symbolic capital of both are using clothing to express
aspects of distinction.
3e The creation of the new automatically occasions the (temporary) death of the old - that is the way the
fashion industries work. Rosalind Coward points out that although eÌite 'chic' fashion seems to be marketed
differently the fundamental premise behind it is the same: "the regime of clothing and the particular styÌe
designated as timelessly glamorous is merely another statement made with clothes, yet it demands a meaning
that is above the vicissitudes of mass taste. The aim of this style is to connote wealth, through the ideas of
elegance and sophistication of tastes" (1984: 31).
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change, movement, posture and gesture. The modern girl is knowledgable, physically

active, on the move,'going places'. She is photographed, framed in the public sphere

rather than the domestic - frequently the image captures and freezes the active moment

- a jump frozen in the air, a group of friends laughing animatedly. Or if she is pictured

in the domestic scene, she is preparing herself to go out, 'party,'be adventurous.a0 Perhaps

this is why Diane, as I noted in the previous chapter stated animatedly in direct address to

the camera that she "enjoyed partying totally".

All of these aspects of embodiment, the importance of belonging (or being seen to belong)

to a particular group, the impact of popular culture and a significant nexus of clothing,

style and behaviour were clearly demonstrated to me through an incident in Sara's video.

Sara, along with several friends, took the camera for a day and the girls videoed trying on

hats at a city fancy dress hat shop, until they were thrown out of the shop by the

management. This session inspired them to obtain special permission from a major

department store in the city to film themselves inside the teenage section trying on clothes.

The resultant episode revealed some very interesting aspects of the girls' play,

experimenting with image, clothing and bodily style and the effect of the camera in a group

and in a more public place. I was invited to attend also, so I came with another video

camera to film the filming - in true anthropological style.

V/hen we got to the change rooms which were sectioned off for our exclusive use, Sara,

Fran, and Cathy ran off straight away and bought in some garments. They were in such a

hurry to dress up that they hardly gave Cindy and Grace time to set up the cameras. It
seemed as though they were not dressing up for the cameras but rather to be dressing up

for themselves.o' There actually hadn't been any discussion about who was dressing up

first but it was significant who did not dress up initially. Firstly, there was Grace who was

unsure of her 'social standing' and acceptance in the group; her recent experimentation

with drugs and attachment to a wider, risk-taking group had caused some distance from

these friends. And then there was Cindy who was physically the largest of the group. The

clothes that the girls were trying on at this stage, were designed for slight skinny figures

with flat chests.

The change rooms consisted of a long room divided into about eight curtained cubicles on

each side. There was a long mirror down one end which the girls used to view themselves,

a0 Current advertisements for sanitary towels ancl tampons emphasise the new physically active, assertive
female who makes choices and about one brand of tampon over another in the light of how unrestricted they
allow her to be. This is not without its problems though - see below in the main text.
o' I think it is significant that the girls talkecl about 'trying on' the clothes but I saw their activity as
'dressing up', an activity which I would see as parallel to Kate's activity in the domestic sphere. See above
in the main text.
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and later as a focal point to walk towards, when they were playing at 'modelling' the

clothes. At hrst it all seemed very chaotic to me because the girls did not wait for anyone

to focus a camera. They dived into the changing rooms and then re-emerged wearing the

dresses, looking at themselves critically in the mirror and asking of the others, usually

quite seriously, "What do you think?". The cameras were strategically held by the camera

people in the changing room space, but outside the individual cubicles, so that each

appearance of a 'model' was captured on camera as well as their verbal comments when

they were hidden behind the cubicle curtains.

Sara offered to film the others' gleeful selecting of several other items of clothing. This

time more evening wear was chosen. Armed with the camera, she recorded their

discussions about, and their trying on, accessories like belts, hats and beadedjewellery and

then their return to the changing room armed with their eclectic choices. This section was

filmed subjectively and evocatively, Sara following the others around the shop floor as

though the camera were another member of the group. Fran, particularly, consciously

'performed' to the camera. She smiled, beckoned and gestured to the camera along the

way, holding up clothes or putting them against her for its approval. Fascinatingly, as the

girls explored the shop floor, the pop music being played over the public address system

and screened on the large television monitors was Madonna's pop music clip Vogue,

exhorting the listener to 'Strike a Pose!" At one point, Sara filmed these large video

screens because "They're an important part of shopping now, aren't fhey?"42

When they returned to the fitting room there was an interesting difference in their selection

of clothes and behaviour. Firstly, they came in loudly and confidently with armfuls of

clothing and with great glee. Secondly, they tried on clothes which were very extreme in

their eyes, judging from their laughter and scathing comments.

There was an interesting contrast now in their play with the clothes themselves - trying them

on, swirling in front of the mirrors and making derogatory comments about the garments.

There were screams of laughter as they came out of the changing rooms even when such a

reaction was unwaffanted in my eyes. Now the 'serious play'had turned into parody.

a2 As Western culture has become dominated by the visual image, it has also increasingly become one where
new technologies have blurred the boundaries of what is popularly understood to be 'real' and what is
understood to be constructed. Central to this concept is the notion of self-identity; the constitution of the 'real
me'. I wouÌd argue that, while not necessarily a function ofany kind ofimplicit conspiracy, the successes of
new technologies of mass communication do mean that the question of authenticity, what is reaÌ and what is
not, has become increasingly blurred, problematic and increasingly irrelevant for "incredulity towards
metanarrative is linked to the successes of systematic technologies of mass reproduction" (Handelman 1990:
266). Baudrillard, of course, has long argued that we have incorporated f.he gaze into ourselves so that we
internalise an 'audience' in all that we do and say: "lt is no longer a question of a false representation ofreality
(ideology) but of concealing the fact that the ¡eal is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle"
(Baudrillard 1983: 25).
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"Can never do" because such public experimenting involves money and adult authority.

Without the camera and the formal request to the store, the girls would not have been so

free to try on the clothes and not buy. Unlike the situation in The Mad Hatter, the young

women were treated with respect in this shop and not thrown out.

It also suggests far more than this. What seemed to be occuring here was a publicly

articulated play with (what was for these girls) an alternative expression of femininity

through clothes and style. As a group, as we sa,ù/ with Kate, this collection of girls prided

themselves on being 'alternative'. To be 'cool'for them meant to be anti-traditional in
terms of femininity. It meant to be unsophisticated (although still greatly interested in and

aware of the opposite sex). It meant to talk freely and openly about sex and sexual

encounters. It also meant being scathing about what they perceived as the usual female

preoccupations with fashion and weight. Their usual forms of clothing were shapeless,

oversized t-shirts, buggy pants or shorts. They scorned the expensive labelled clothes

which were so important to other girls in my research group.

But here was suddenly a different scenario. For this 'trying on of image and style' was

very much concerned with embodiment, with actually seeing and representing themselves,

through the long changing-room mirrors, through the eyes and comments of each other and

through the lens of the camera. Suddenly there was an intensification of scrutiny. While
the girls were trying on the clothes, in spite of their eclectic selection, there seemed to be

an immediate total rejection of anything that closely fitted their bodies. They did not give

this as the reason for rejecting those particular garments. Rather they would just say they

hated the clothes and would disappear quickly into the changing rooms again. This was

even tme for Sara and Grace who were both slight enough to look exactly as the designer

had intended them to look.

Yet that rejection was turned into parody at the exhortation of the girls' friends, to "act like
a model!". It was an invitation to turn what might usually take place in total privacy, as

'serious fantasy', 'serious play'into apublic carnivalesque play, an excess of mimesis, if
you like. This phenomenon has been noted by Willis (1990). Goodman (1992) also makes

interesting observations about the role of comedy as subversion, "opening up the debate

around the subject of the representation of women's bodies" (284).

With the camera in a semi-official capacity the young women had licence to experiment

and play with the clothes and accessories in a public arena, to do what can usually only be

done in private spaces of bedrooms or similarly sanctioned areas. However, because this

was a public space, and because they were not alone and were with other members of their

group, the seriousness of the experimentation was transposed into aspects of parody,

marked out much more clearly as 'exaggerated play'. 'We saw similar manifestations with
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Kate's cavorting in her wedding dress, Bekk's exaggerated femininity based on Madonna's

assertiveness or even Fran's adoption of a sophisticated 'feminine' look described in the

previous chapter. These, in many ways, are examples of mimetic excess.

It is not the same use of clothing as the children at the Blue Light Discos, the young

women at the Raves, Diane in her desire for fashionable garments, Hilary's more

classically sophisticated appearance or even Janine and her family's outfits for the Nunga

Balls. In these incidents, as I noted above, there was no intended humour or attempt at

distance. Here instead we have the equivalence of the papal robe, the nun's habit, the

military uniform. Taussig, in talking about the Cuna Indians' use of clothing, elaborates

on the power of the mimetic and the power of dress:

Not only is the healer copying the look of the West (imitation); he is also putting it on

(contact). In putting it on he is establishing physical contact with the West, the touch,

the feel, like putting on a skin...the healer's very body becomes the vehicle onto

which mimetic appearance becomes three-dimensioned, becomes optics in depth

(Taussig 1993:191).

Here, in a very different world, I argue, a similar transformation is occurring. The girls are

what they represent through their clothing, however inappropriate or anachronistic it may

seem to an outsider. In these examples, clothing indeed enables the mimetic, indeed the

'magical' transformation into something other. Mimesis is the technique employed to

create certainty, to capture the elusive 'real'- "the sensuous moment of knowing includes

a yielding and mirroring of the knower in the unknown, of thought in its object...a yielding

that is, be it noted, despite apparent passivity, an act both of imitation and of contact"

(Taussig 1993:45-46).

Taussig's insights remind us again that the transformation and constitution of the self

into and through the'other', "despite apparent passivity" requires work. The whole

body is implicated in this work or'serious play', forthe whole body is aproject. It is a

project that has at its underlying core a paradox; for this project is in itself a problem. It
cannot be completed, it cannot be finished yet it strives to reach perfection, to be

perfected, to be achieved.

Femininity as Work

As indicated above, in my fieldwork I quickly learnt that clothes and the comportment of

one's body together indicated 'authenticity' and some kind of allegiance to a social

grouping, to an ideal. The most important aspect of the look, whatever look one chose to
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attain, was that it had to seem effortless, naturally part of one's personality. It was a

manifestation of the 'real self' and because part of the romantic discourse was that this

'real self is authentic, naturally springing from inside of the individual, it had to appear

unconstructed.a3 It was this effortlessness, the naturalisation of an extremely constructed

image that required diligent and constant skill and work.4a

This is the way the discourse of femininity ties the image of the ideal 'other' in the

consumptior¿ to the production of that ideal. The magazines, such as Dolly, Girlfriend,
Seventeen, Cleo and Cosmopolitan that specifically target (young) women, rely on the

assumption of the knowledgeable consumer, the understanding of the reader that her

body is able to be constructed and changed through commodities. "You are what you

wear" announces an article in Dolly (March 1993: 85). Clothes can be used to portray

personality: "Blue is the perfect colour to reflect your sunny spirits, with its peaceful

yet cheery overtones" (Dolly Special Edition, 1994). They can be used to disguise the

'problem areas' of the figure camouflaging 'pear shaped' or 'top heavy' bodies by

special cuts or specific fabrics. The overall message is clear. Rather than a whole self

expressed through a whole body, girls become used to seeing themselves as parts of
body in the same way that they are led to believe others see them. Diet regimes and

advice columns in women's magazines also suggest "targeting problem areas of the

body" further encouraging and promulgating the perception of the body as fragments.

They critically assess and work on their own skin, body shape and weight as discrete

aspects of their bodies that need controlling and changing in order for the 'self' to
approach perfection.

Female desire is courted with the promise of future perfection, by the lure of

achieving ideals - ideal legs, ideal hair, ideal homes, ideal sponge cakes, ideal

relationships (Coward 1984: l3).

Women learn to see themselves as 'other' through a pervasive discourse of femininity, one

that gains its authority and power from its ubiquity, especially in media images and through

Western concepts of Self being 'frameable', bounded and knowable. But real life
embodied experiences cannot help but explode the myths. However much women have

internalised aspects of this idealised 'other', they are simultaneously aware of the

contradictions. They cannot but be aware of the fact that they are 'pretending to believe',

that there are yawning gaps between the self-images in the photographic frame, the mirror

ot Vy'hen fhe Nuttga children wore the Adidas clothing they were seen by non-Aboriginal children as '?11'

hards'.The clothing was an indication of one's authenticity, one's legitimate right to be seen as a member of
that group. The clothes alone could not confer that authenticity upon one.
44 See chapters 5 ancl 6 where this creation and maintenance of 'authenticity is carried out in groups. It is there
that I explore the full meaning of the word 'cooÌ'.
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and the bodily experience.at The tenuous holding together of these different contradictory

knowledges is possible because a fundamental premise of the Myth is that it requires work
to realise; in other words this 'other' is deemed possible through agency. The fact that the

woman does not become the perfect ideal is not because it is impossible but because she

hasn't been diligent enough. In mimetic terms, she hasn't leamt to 'create the magic' to

its greatest effect. Clothes are relatively easy means to create the ideal image. They can

be put on and taken off at will. However once one tackles the material body itself, the

magic is harder to realise.

Skin

Apart from clothes, skin seemed to be the next most important aspect of self scrutiny by the

young women in my f,reldwork. Skin blemishes such as pimples are indicators of lack of
maturity and therefore lack of control.a6 Skin was 'nice' when it was soft, light and clear of
pimples or 'zits' and facial hair. Pimples and facial hair could be removed but not the colour

of the skin. For the three groups of girls whose skin colour was darker than the others it
was an immediate way in which they obviously did not fit the feminine ideal. Mary dealt

with her lack of fit by deliberately calling attention to her difference. She called herself BB

to her friends explaining to everyone that it stood for Black Bessy. When I and some of the

youth workers pointed out that such a name had racist overto in fact we all, I
discovered, could not bring ourselves to call her by this name - Mary just shrugged and

smiled. It was her way of being distinctive. Sara, as I noted earlier was also extremely

aware of her skin colour and often expressed a belief that she was the victim of racism

especially at her high school. She saw her dark skin as an impediment to a full realisation

of her personhood. As she noted resignedly "in this day and age it would be easier if I were

white. I've got a lot of things to say and I don't get much of a chance to say them".

However, it was an incident that occurred when I was with Janine and her friends that

really highlighted for me the issue of skin colour and identity. As I described in the

previous chapter, Janine and her friends belonged to an all female Aboriginal rock band.

The band was called Black Image, originally created and named by their school as a way

of encouraging the Nunga students to stay on at school longer and to give them a means of

ut I find it interesting in Taussig's observations and analysis of the mimetic faculty that he argues that it is different
for women, as \À/omen have to leam to accept another's mimesis, "pretend to believe-to mime - on pain of
death that what they are witness to are real gods and not their kinsmen acting as gods. In this way the public secret
essential to mystical authority is preserved...In this vast scheme, women however become skilled...with the power
not to simulate another, but instead to dissimulate, to pretend to believe in the Other's simulation" (1993: 85-86).
It is precisely this ability to "withhold belief 'that is so powerful and effective in making women want to become
another not of their own rnaking and which contradicts their own real life experiences.
a6 In the previous chapter I pointed out that Sara had said that exploring herself and her world through the
camera lens was like "looking at a great big zit".
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developing their skills, talents and self-esteem. The band practised during school time

after school and had external tutors who were musicians in their own right, as opposed

teachers. The tutors were also selected by the school because of their skin colour - one

was Nunga and two were Tones Strait Islanders. The idea was that it was assumed that the

girls would identify more closely with black musicians and see them as positive role

models. It was on that occasion described earlier, the filming in the botanical gardens, that

I was to learn that the girls' enjoyment and pride in their Aboriginality was ambivalent.

Wanda was sitting on a bench read¡, to be inteniewed while Janine and Jqnelle vvere

setting up the equipment. It was in the ntiddle of a 40 degree da¡' 5o n 
" 

were all stafiing

to feel extreme\, ¡o, and damp. Suddenl¡,, Wanda started to screech. "Hurry up" she

called out franticall¡, to the others "l'nt getting tanned." She slid over to a less sunn¡,

pan of the bench. She was b¡,far the darkest of the girls and extrentell, attractive and

so I thought she vvas ntaking a joke. As the filming proceeded, every time she got

anyvv¡"r" near the sun she'dwould shriek loudly, "Oh I'nt getting tanned!"

At last I realised she was not attempting to be funn\,. This 'pvas a serious concern to

her. FinaLl¡, I said, "Are )'ou serious?"

"Yeah" she anst'vered. "l hate getting tanned. I'm dark enough already. I go black

in. the sun."

The others didn't laugh or protest. The¡, þnrn, what she me.tnt.

The poignancy of their sense of otherness was also encapsulated for me in the way they

talked about themselves as Nrøga while non-Aboriginal people, friends or relatives, were

referred to as Australian.

Consideration of skin also brings us back to the question of touch and intimacy. I noted

earlier the way best friends could and often did touch each other freely in some groups.

However because of its associated contact sense, the skin is a highly charged aspect of
selftrood.aT Not everyone has licence to touch and in some groups, concem about

a7 As with all of the ways human beings organise our world, the senses too of course are ¡anked hierarchically. In
Westem culture sight and hearing are usually considered the frrst two senses; both are distant senses not requiring
physical contact between person and referent. Smell occupies an ambiguous half way mark as it is so closely
associated with the body and the body's reactions. Animals, small children and babies certainly rely on a sense of
distinctive body odours which is socialised out of adults and masked by the application of chemical scents. Smell
is a particuÌarly evocative sense that can bring sudden flashes of memories from the subconscious, It straddles the
line between outer and inner senses. Touch and taste, the last two senses, at least in Westem culture are intimate
senses dependant on contact with the physical body for actualisation. They are ofcourse the two senses that babies
leam to use first for their knowledge of the world and therefore are regarded as the least sophisticated of all the
senses, aligned with appetite, instinct and the primitive. Yet, of course, connected with the unconscious and thus
with the development of the psyche, taste and touch are also particularly tied to expressions of sexuality.
Advertising explicitly links enjoyment of food and pleasure in touching with sexuai desire. Conversely denial of
food for the body has often been seen as a way of purifying the soul of its gross bodily impurities. See Bordo 1993
for a fascinating discussion of the ideology of hunger and its application [o consumer culture, Also Douglas 1970;
Tumer 1994; Eckerman 1994; Elias 1978, 1982. This close alignment with the body itself rather than to the intellect
leads to these senses having their ambiguous place in our negotiated self-making. They are closer to 'unreason' , to
being out ofcontrol and therefore less reliable as a foundation for 'authenticity'and 'Truth'about the self.
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imputation of the 'wrong' sexual orientation led to considerable discussion about

appropriate behaviour. For example Diane, already concerned about Helen's rumoured

promiscuity, anxiously told me that she also found the latter's behaviour amongst her

female friends 'weird'. "She is always hugging her friends," Diane told me, obviously

looking for reassurance. I answered that I knew many girls and women who hug their

friends out of affection without the gesture having a sexual connotation. Diane looked

rather confused and then adamant. "I hug my boyfriendsl" she declared decisively, "Not

my friends!"48

A more dramatic concern about touch and possible repercussions occurred one day when

I was talking to Janine at her home. We were viewing a section of her video so that she

could decide which parts she wanted to keep for the final documentary. Suddenly we came

to a section that I had particularly enjoyed. Janine and some of her school friends had

filmed themselves practising dancing in the school hall at lunch time. There was a full
length mirror down one end of the hall so the girls watched their own movements as they

had fun. I recognised one of the Asian girls in the friendship group but I hadn't seen her

in Janine's company recently. I asked if they were still friends. Janine answered

vehemently. She hated Kena now, she said. Everyone hated her because she was a slut. On

being asked for further elaboration, Janine explained, head tilted away from me in obvious

embarrassment, that Kena and another girl had had a shower together.

Taken back at the condemnation for something I assumed often happened at school camps,

I tried for a further explanation. I pointed out that maybe in Kena's culture it was

acceptable to have a shower with someone else. Janine didn't answer so I tried another

tack. "Maybe its not true," I f,rnally offered, lamely. At that Janine looked at me, this time

asserting even more strongly, "Oh yes it's true. I know her friend and she said its true.

Kena's a slut."

The Ultimate Scrutiny: SIut is the HeaviestWord

The power of the word 'slut' is awesome. Apart from its constant and casual use among the

girls when they wanted to insult anothe¡ there were several occasions when its power as a

word was discussed. For example, during an informal talk one day with Janine and her

friends, the word was raised and analysed. The girls had been in trouble with the headmistress

as on a school trip they had approached some girls from another school and called them sluts.

a8 It is worth noting that Diane has shifted somewhat from this rather rigid perspective. As she has become older
and mixed with a wider group of people she is beginning to feel a linle less concerned about how such
behaviour would be interpreted by others out of the immediate vicinity of her home. See chapter 4, however,
for a fulÌer expÌanation of the dominant discourses thât circulate in Diane's home.
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I felt as we sat and talked the word seemed to almost take on a concrete presence amongst us.

One of the girls sighed. "Slut is the heaviest word!" she was moved to say.

It was "the heaviest word" because firstly it carried with it all the connotations of the

body/mind and the 'Damned Whores and God's Police' split (Summers 1979). It was a

tetm exclusively used for women or girls. It is part of a vast vocabulary of abuse, all

referring in some way to a girl's/ woman's sexual reputation.ae As Grace and Katie, talking

casually on one occasion about friends and relationships, suddenly noted, boys were not

called sluts - they were called gigolos ("a proper slut word for boys" confirmed Grace).

But they also noted that the word 'gigolo' carried a quite different connotation.

Katie: When o bo¡, i5 called a gigolo he ís pleased. But when a gírl is called a slut

- well, she cries.

The word 'slut'on the whole implied promiscuity although as we have seen already the

meaning of the word could easily carry over into other situations that had nothing to do

with actual sexual behaviour. What is significant is that it was a sexist term of abuse that

both the boys and the girls used to label and curtail girls'behaviour and movement. Girls

were far more likely to be called a slut in any situation by boys or by girls if they were

'unattached' or in the current terminology 'single'. That is, a girl's name or reputation was

'protected'if she was understood to 'belong' to a particular boy. The word therefore also

carried with it the assumption of assumed heterosexuality. Gossip and innuendo was of
course the easiest way for a reputation to be lost rather than the actual offending behaviour.

A good reputation was a delicate thing, easily lost and difficult to regain.

Grace: You can get a bad reputation in a yveek. But to lose it - (shrugs tvith a

resigned laugh) weLl, it can take about a ysct¡|

My fieldwork notes are replete with tales from teenage girls and adult women talking about

the difficulty of negotiating public space without losing one's good reputation. All
anecdotes involved issues of bodily control, whether that was in terms of dress, general

conduct or language. In other words, the issue of having one's body constantly in a 'male

gaze' of scrutiny was a very real experience for nearly all the (young) women in my

research. This meant the girls firstly learnt to see their bodies as potential sexual objects

which needed to be hidden or controlled if they were not to be in danger, literal or

metaphorical. Secondly, their bodies came to be seen as the rightful possession of their

boyfriends. I shall look at each of these in more detail.

4e See Sue Lees (1993) for a cletailed discussion of equivalent abusive terms in her British research.
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"That's WhatYou Get For Having Nice Legs!"

I noted earlier that young women learn early on that they are constantly the object of a

scrutinising, often judgmental gaze. This gaze is quickly internalised and constantly

reinforced by comments from (usually female) peers. Scrutiny and comments from adults,

though, have more serious implications. During my fieldwork period, when I was filming
at a Blue Light Disco, one of the senior police officers supervising there, a middle-aged

avuncular figure, asked if he could borrow the camera. He looked through the lens,

marvelled at the small size of the camera and then passed it back. About ten minutes later

he was back by my side, "I should have borrowed it now, shouldn't I?" he said with a grin

and a wink. I followed his gaze to a young girl aged about fourteen who had recently come

into the dance hall. She was wearing a tight white sweater. "She's well-developed isn't
she?" he said salaciously.

The tacit assumptions and often overt sexist attitudes towards young women that this

comment revealed were ones that all of the girls in my project faced daily and which they

articulated on several occasions. To grow up and become more physically developed

meant that in the public arena one was literally and metaphorically in the public gaze and

spotlight. One was not only a young adult, one was a young woman. Here was the

paradox and ambivalence of being the object of the gaze. It required vigilance; it requires

skill and work to attain desirable perfection but simultaneously, it required a vigilance of
a different kind. There was the constant contradictory message for girls through personal

experience, adult and peers' advice, newspaper and electronic news horror stories and

popular media texts such as soap operas and magazines, warning of the dangers of such

public attention.

To be the object of the gaze, to be a desirable female, was also then, to be potentially

a victim of sexual or physical violence, and to be seen as 'asking for trouble'. For all
of the girls in my research, potential or actual unsolicited sexual harassment or even

sexual violence was part of their every day experience. If sexual harassment did not

occur in their homes then it was present amongst their peer groups and in the street.

All had tales to tell of incidents that had occurred to them or to someone close

to them.

Fran told me of her sixteen year old friend, Gina, who was walking down Rundle Street

early one morning on her way to work experience. She suddenly was attacked from behind

and a man grabbed her breasts. "That's what you get for having nice legs!" the man told

her as he ran off. Gina was deeply distressed and Fran was angry and indignant "It's not

fair!" she said several times. "They shouldn't be allowed to do that. No-one has the right

to do that!"

to4



The moral discourse of feminine embodiment: 'rightful'possession

What this meant then was that the developing female saw herself reified as a sexually

provocative 'oîher'. To be female was to be dangerously, menacingly desired and yet also

she felt the need to ascribe to an ideal 'other' - which included being responsively

sexually attractive and desirable. These images were obviously contradictory and neither

image was necessarily one of her own making. These 'others' had aspects over which the

girl had no say and sometimes little control. They were formed beyond her as it were,

perhaps outside of her realities and very much a function of the wider power relations in
her culture.

The discourse of femininity articulates a moral order vested in appealances to a

market and the production of commodities. Images change while fundamental

features of doctrinal organisation, particularly those suppressing the active presence

of women as subjects and agents vis-a-vis men, do not (Smith 1990: 171).

The moral dimension within the discourse of femininity is particularly powerful and

circulates through the cultural texts that target young wo-en.t0 It places the responsibility

of sexual control firmly on the young women herself. She feels guilty if she is not
presenting herself as sexually attractive - according to the prescribed codes. It is her fault
if she is not being cheerful enough, friendly enough, alluring enough to attract the opposite

sex and be popular. However, if too daring in self-presentation then she runs the risk of
social condemnation. To be acknowledged as attractive equates with being regarded as

'sexy' but this immediately becomes an area of conflict in terms of a girl's appearance; if
she is perceived to be dressed in a sexually-provocative way or if she acts in a particularly

aggressive manner she can immediately attract the epithet of 'slut'. If she is 'traditionally'

reserved or modest in appearance - according to the dominant codes of her day or her

particular social milieu - then she can seem too conservative and therefore too childish in
her manner and appearance.sl

The most explicit and poignant expression of the difficult position in which young

women constantly found themselves in the reification of their bodies as sexual objects,

was told to me in the form of a song. For the Aboriginal girls in my project their sense

of self was constituted by their Nunga identity and their gender positioning within their
own cultural milieu. Primarily, they saw themselves through their heterosexual

s0See Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley 1994for discussions concerning the moral cliscourse of the household.5lToo childish because conservative style or behaviour can be seen as appropriating too closely adult values.
In this way paradoxically the teenager is perceived as childishly aping the adults and not asserting her own
potential independence and difference from them. Diane told me that when Helen wanted to annoy her and to
highlight what she saw as Diane's lack of independence from her parents she would call her "little girl".
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relationships, as girlfriends and future mothers, relationships where they often

experienced violence.52 Another group of Nmga girls whom I met through their

involvement with Port (Adelaide) Yor.tth (Theatre), expressed the same ironic awareness

of their subordinate positioning. Their'disco rap', created as part of an improvisation

on their social/ sexual relationships, poignantly reflected an awareness and yet an

acceptance of their powerlessness in gender relationships. I have reproduced the words

in full:

Disco Rap

Verse l:
As I pulled out my ID

The bouncer said there was no need 53

As I walked into the toilet

This guy asked me to pull it5a

You're nothing but a slut

Looking for a good fuck

So get on the dance floor

And I'll give you a lot more

As my friends were dancing

I was romancing

Chorus'.

Vy'hat a scheme (x 3)55

What a mighty good scene
'Whenlwantascheme

I wanna make you scream

I wanna take you boy

And use you as a toy.

52 See chapter 4 for more detail concerning the relationships between mothers and daughters.
53 The girls are unclerage so the fact that the bouncer allows them entry without the appropriate ID suggests
that they have been to the dance many times before and that there is an 'arrangement' between the bouncers
and the girls. See chapter 5 andi for more details on this common practice.
5a commit a sexual act /have sexual intercourse.
tt Srhr*" always has a sexual connotation. It means to arrange to have sexual intercourse with someone. In
spite of the previous verse, there is little that is 'romantic' about it.
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Verse 2;

Drinking Alcohol is so damn cool

And those who don't are such fools
'When the bartender gave me a wink

I went to the toilet and spewed in the sink

If you want to have abuzz

Come on and take some drugs

Whilst listening to the latest CDs

I was tripping out and thought I was seeing 3D

Chorus

Verse 3

DJ was his name

Playing music was his game

So get up and dance to the music

Take control and don't lose it
Violence was in the air

But I didn't really care

Underneath the lights

There was the biggest mob of fights

So if you want a lash56

You're gonna get smashed

The song suggests these girls are a long way from any romantic notions of 'sugar and

spice'. It could be argued that in their very articulation of the scenario, the girls are

experiencing some sense of empowerment. The chorus for example suggests that the girls

feel that they were in control of the situation ("I wanna take you boy/ and use you as a toy")
but it was hard to believe that these girls were really in a powerful position in these

sifuations. While it was also possible to consider that the song was an exaggeration and a

fantasy based on the context of a drama workshop, when talking and listening to the girls

afterwards chatting to other girls whom they knew, I realised that their rap in fact reflected

many of the usual social practices - sex, violence, excessive drinking and drugs - of
their everyday lives.

This brings us to the final aspect of embodiment that I want to consider and that is the

'inside'. Up to this point I have explored aspects of 'self-making'through the surfaces of
the body - clothes, hair, skin and bodily deportment. Now it is timely to tunì to the parts

56 a fight.
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of the body usually hidden from view, even to the self. To talk about knowing oneself from

the inside involves a conception ofthe subjective experience ofthe body. Yet ofcourse, as

I stated earlier, such a dualistic conception is a cultural construction. All emotional

sensations, whether pain, pleasure, hunger, desire, anger, love, hate or shame are

essentially lived and experienced in and through the body. Inside and outside, mind and

body are simply expressions of the phenomenological experience. Csordas reminds us that

understanding embodiment "requires that the body as a methodological figure must itself

be non dualistic, ie. not distinct from or in interaction with an opposed principle of mind"
(Csordas 1990: 8). However, as we explore the 'internal' aspects of the body, control and

surveillance of the body from the inside, there seems already to be a discursive split in the

mind / body conception. That is, people often consciously decide to deliberately do things

to their bodies - whether it is to eat healthily or moderately, over-indulge, binge or purge

tbemselves. When people are suffering extreme pain, they do indeed metaphorically

separate the part of themselves they regard as the acorporeal 'self' (a separation that

necessitates the belief in the intact, unified, controlled 'me') from the body that is out of
control (Sacks 1984; Good 7992; Jackson 1992). What I argue in this section, then, is that

just as activities that involved the surface of the body were manifestations of self-

surveillance and control, ingestion and emission of substances were also carefully

monitored. They were also, in other words, an essential part of 'serious play' and the

rhetorics of self-making, They are of course the most difficult aspects of the body to
discuss because oftheir essential paradox and elusiveness. A useful entry point to consider

the 'inside' body is to utilise Bakhtin's insights concerning the open and closed body
(Bakhtin 1968).

Ingestion: You are what you eat

Bakhtin argues that with the evolving of modern society "in which all the orifices of the

body are closed" (Bakhtin 1968: 320), to be a complete and mature person in

contemporary Western understanding is to be independent and to be in control of one's

body functions. This means that one is in control of the flow of substances in and out of
the body; the body, in other words, has become more 'closed'to outside forces (Falk 1994).

Food is an important aspect of this, in terms of the amount, the type and the manner in

which one consumes it.57 Eating becomes a far more individualised activity. Shared meals

are still present; one still has family meals and people still eat in restaurants or other public

57 Social theory has produced a wealth ofliterature that has explorecl the symbolism offood as for example in
the insightful work of work of Levi-Strauss 1963: Meigs 1984; Goody 1982; Fischter 1980; 1988: Falk 1994;
Douglas 1986; Bordo 1993. In this thesis however I arn specifrcally limiting the discussion to concepts of
control and of taste.
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places with their friends. The role of the meal and food has changed however, affected by

the emphasis on the individual.

Bakhtin's metaphor of the closed body bears some similarity to Norbert Elias's conception

of the civilising process (Elias 1978, 1982). In Elias's framework, as the body becomes

more 'civilised'it becomes more concerned with control over the bodily openings and with

affective expressions (Falk 1994). Mary Douglas reminds us that it is when there is threat

to social order and hierarchies, that is the threat of pollution to existing conceptions of
order, that the boundaries, literal and metaphorical, become more rigorously monitored. In
other words:

All margins are dangerous...Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its margins. We

should expect the orifices of the body to symbolise its specially vulnerable points

(Douglas 1966: l2l).

The modern body thus expresses its controls over boundaries at an individual level by

controlling the 'flows' between the inside and outside. For example, in our comparatively

affluent society, to be considered a mature person one eats just enough for the body to be

satisfied. To eat more than one needs indicates a poorly (self) disciplined body and denotes

a child's lack of self-control. For a woman this is particularly so. As noted before the

aesthetic ideal is the slender woman with the curtailed appetite. As Bordo has argued, with
the increased emphasis in magazines and other media texts on the glamorisation of
slenderness, exercise, diet and image problems, "almost all of us who can afford to be

eating well are dieting - and hungry - almost all the time" (Bordo 1993: 103). While
not a new phenomenon (medieval women were known to use the strategy of severe dieting

as a form of empowerment, as described in the research of Caroline Walker Bynum 1987)

the late 20th century manifestation of concern about image and weight has reached

epidemic proportions.s8

But the control over food flow has another related function, for it is not simply the amount

of substance that is important as a register of the self but also the type of food or drink.

Literally and metaphorically food and drink selection and monitoring involve symbolic

categories of taste or distinction (Bourdieu 1984; Lupton, 1996). V/hat I want to

concentrate on here, are three aspects of food consumption in its relation to personhood

and 'serious play' that were particularly significant in my fieldwork. Firstly there is the

aspect of food as fun; that is the social importance of shared food. The second aspect is

t* None of the key participants in my research was anorexic or bulimic, although there was concern ancl
discussion about several female friends of some of the girls at different times. I refer to it here onÌy to
emphasise the pervasive notion of bodily control and its social significance.
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food as a general manifestation of 'taste', a marker of social distinction, along a vertical
plane. The third area to examine is food as a marker of other identities, of 'dffirance'
(Denida 1976, 1981), along a horizontal plane of difference, as it were. It is to these three

aspects of the internal body that I now turn.

Food was actually a corrunon topic of discussion among the participants of my research

project and eating together was a common activity amongst friends. When I first got to know

them all of the girls expressed a delight and an interest in food, several of them having

responsibility for sometimes preparing and cooking food for their families. At this time all the

girls had voracious 'adolescent' appetites for cakes, lollies and other sweet things. At band

practice for Janine and her friends, I was often the 'gofer', sent to pick up the snack food for

rehearsal breaks. Kate frequently had several bags of sweets in her possession obtained with

her own money, and one day at my house when she came to view part of her frlm, she

devoured a mountain of small cakes without reserve or inhibition. I found it amusing as well

as fascinating not only to see the open pleasure in eating that she was demonstrating but also

to note that she was not constrained by any adult notions of polite abstinence.

As the girls grew older through the time of my fieldwork certain cultural constraints did
evolve. For example, for many desire for sweet things became a guilty secret delight rather

than a childish pleasure. In Hilary's video she filmed her friend and herself shopping and

'playing' in the city for a day. They filmed their huge bags of purchased sweets, in fact
videoing the inside of the paper bag to emphasise its contents and then deliberately
discussing their greed in terms of their childishness.

Sally: " How old did you sa)t ),ou were, Hilary, | "

In this light, the sucking of lollipops can also be understood as a deliberate statement or
'pose' of childishness for the young people who attended Raves. Pat saw the sucking of
'popsicles' as part of the overall effect of the baggy clothes, the short pants or the bunched

hair of the girls. It was, she asserted, part of the need for young people to revisit their

childhood but as adolescents. But it was of course not simply a question of a regression to
childishness but a concern about weight that led most of the girls to be far stricter in their

intake of food as they grew older. I noticed a considerable and deliberate weight loss in

many of the girls as they aged. While for some it was the leaving behind of teenage 'puppy

fat' for others it was an appropriation of the feminine ideal of being slender.

For some of the girls, however, particularly those who attended Cirkidz, selection and

consumption of particular food items meant a way of demonstrating their alternative life-
styles; these girls were all vegetarian, adamantly rejected alcohol and cigarettes ("they are

so unnatural") and yet they frequently smoked marijuana. When this group of girls ate they
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did so with great gusto and enjoyment; no anxieties about eating in public for most of these

young women. It was, I felt another public demonstration of their rejection of the

traditional constraints of femininity.5e

For Mary, food was also a way of reasserting her identity. She would go to the house of her

friend Rana whenever she could. There under the guidance of Anna, Rana's mother, she

would learn how to make traditional dishes from her homeland. Anna was a woman from
Papua New Guinea, married to an Australian. Mary would 'trade' cooking lessons, food

and occasional overnight accommodation for babysitting and general help with Anna's

eight small children. Once she had learnt how to cook the dishes she would practise them

at her own house and cook for her many visitors, most of them boys off the street.60 In this

way food for Mary \Mas a major vehicle for her to constitute her dislocated identity, as

Papua New Guinean woman and as nurturing mother-figure.

Food that is not food

If food was a way of marking out symbolic social boundaries of distinction and difference,

so were other substances. Illicit drugs were substances that all of the girls knew about, and

several of them took. But even the type of drugs taken and its frequency was an indicator

of self-making. Certain drugs cost more money than others and carried with them

particular connotations of who the person was in terms of social hierarchy rather than those

relating to the behaviour they indulged in.

The most cofirnon drug, because of easy accessibility and its social acceptability, was alcohol.

It was easily obtained at dance clubs and discos in the city and it was often the young women

who were the primary targets of the cheap sweet drinks. For example, champagne could be

obtained regularly at one or two dollars a glass. Sometimes alcohol would be offered free to

club members once they had paid their door entmnce price for the night.

Cigarettes were the next most popular drug with their connotations of 'coolness' and

sophistication. For girls they had an added attraction of being associated with loss of
weight as well. As noted above, cigarettes and alcohol were spurned by the Cirkidz grotp
as they saw themselves far too concemed with the body's health to take up such practices.

5e Obviously part ofthe girls'allegiances to 'healthy life styles' and vegetarianism was a reflection oftheir own
family values and belief systems, but as I have already pointed out attendance at Cirkick itself was also seen
by most families as an appropriate aspect of their value system. Most of the teenagers who were attending
Cirkidz during my fìeldwork also went to schools known for their alternative or feminist ideologies. See
chapters 5 and 6 for further explanation.
60 See chapters 2 and 4 for details of Mary's domestic situation,
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They did not reject marijuana however. They saw this substance as 'natural', probably

because it was a substance that they could grow easily themselves in small quantities. It
had the other obvious attraction of being a drug that their particular parents, or the

significant adult figures in their worlds, had taken in their youth (or were still taking). In

other words, for many of this group, the drug had the same standing of social acceptability

as cigarette smoking and alcohol did in other groups.

I noted in the earlier chapter that of all the girls, Grace was the most explicit about the role

of harder drugs in her world. When I first got to know her, illicit drugs were a vitally
important part of her world. They were the central purpose of the social activity of her

group - "I can't imagine a world without drugs; it would be so boring!" It seemed to me

that her engagement with drugs was an activity of "dark play" (Schechner 1993).

Dark play occurs when contradictory realities coexist, each seemingly capable of
cancelling each other out...Dark play subverts order, dissolves frames, breaks its own

rules so that the playing itself is in danger of being destroyed (Schechner 1993:36).

When the drugs are so dangerous to involve serious risk, drug taking suggests a play that is

excessive. It is a stretching of the boundaries of the body to breaking point - like the elastic

band that is stretched so thinly that it is in danger of finally snapping. It is a behaviour that

echoes that of the obsessive dieting of the anorexic; it gives the impression of control over

the body. It breaks the social taboos about substances and substance control, what one should

and should not put into the body. Falk (1994) referring to the work of Georges Bataille and

Roger Caillois, argues that such a transgression should not be seen as a denial of the taboo

but an action that "transcends and completes it" (Bataille 1962: 63 cited in Falk 1994: 86).

That is, the act of transgression concerning food or other substances taken into the body

involves the pleasure in opposing what is to be feared. Yet also, in its very constitution, such

action reaffitms the cultural boundary of what is and what is not appropriate behaviour or

substance. Perhaps this can be seen as the ultimate act of mimesis - the absorption into the

other that threatens in its transformative act to completely consume the original. In so doing

the protean self finds its centre, is absorbed back into Nature, back into non-being:

In a sense the 'forbidden food'-indexically the taste sensation-takes control of the

eater. The eater is overwhelmed by the (taste of) the food - allowing himself to be

consumed by the experience (Falk 1994: 88).

To be completely 'taken over'by drugs, whether it is excessive alcohol or amphetamines

or an hallucinatory drug, is to 'go beyond' the body constraints. The expressions "stoned

out of my mind" or "off my face" imply a pleasure in losing control, losing the 'withness'

of the body. I will retum to this concept of the 'unbodied body' in my final chapter.
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Keeping the Insides in

The final aspect of play as bodily control that I want to look at, albeit briefly, is that of
emission; how substances have to be contained within the body. If there is censorship

concerning what may or may not be taken into the body there is also monitoring of what

may or may not come out. Food stuffs, sneezing, excessive laughter, regurgitated matter are

all substances that the mature person does not permit to occur in public. For young rwomen

there is also the diffrculty of negotiating the question of menstruation and menstrual blood.

Despite the current spate of television advertisements where young women seem to be able

to talk easily and without inhibition about the effectiveness of their sanitary pads,

menstruation is still a secret and taboo subject even amongst most young women

themselves. It is of course an impoftant area where the containment of the whole mature

person can come unstuck - for embarrassing leakages of blood, odour or stains all

immediately destroy any semblance of self control or self-possession.

One of the flrst skills a young woman has to develop is that of dealing with

menstruation in mixed company without anybody guessing what they are about,

slipping into the lavatory with a sanitary napkin up a sleeve, washing stained

underwear on the sly in co-ed digs. It is arguable that young women would find

menstruation less problematic if they did not have to behave as if they were ashamed

of it (Greer 1991 cited in Lees 1993:208).

In his now classic 1977 study of working class lads, Paul Willis noted that the boys

demonstrated their disgust of female bodies unless they were talking about sexual pleasure

in relation to boys or men. In other words, any reference to women's body parts in terms

of reproduction was a topic of disgust. Society has not moved very far since then. It is

still often considered a controversial or provocative act for a woman to nurse a baby in
public or to display a photograph of a pregnant woman.

In my own fieldwork, sexuality and sexual experiences were more easily talked about than

menstruation. The only two incidents that I am aware of where menstruation was a topic

at all was where it was a topic of embarrassment. Significantly, both incidents occurred at

co-educational secondary schools where the 'norm' for bodily behaviour often seems to be

taken as male. In the first situation, two girls were discussing their disgust with a third,

claiming that they would not share a tent with her again on school camp. It became

apparent that the third girl's transgression was that she hadn't worked out a suitable

strategy to dispose of her sanitary napkins and so had left them in a rubbish bag in the tent.

Unable to talk to a teacher about it, or to the offending girl, the problem remained

unresolved and the source of great distress among the three young women for some time.

113



The second situation involved another school camp and a new pupil. The instruction had

been that the students all bathe in the sea every day in their bathers (there were no showers

at the camp - another assumption that all 'normal' bodies are male and do not have

particular needs of hygienel). The new pupil was unsure of how to cope with this request

on two levels. She was embarrassed to enter the water in her bathing costume as she felt
it would be apparent she was menstruating and on the other hand she did not want to not
bathe for a week. She approached a female teacher but could not bring herself to explain

the problem. The teacher sent the girl to another child to see if the problem could be

resolved. However, as neither girl could articulate the problem, it hung in the air and

remained an issue.6l As young women take on board the dominant cultural images and

circulating discourses of themselves and their bodies, it is no wonder that menstruation is

the unspoken topic even among girls themselves.62

Conclusíon

At the beginning of this chapter I introduced the framework of body as project, as an

integral part of 'self-making'. It is through the various forms of 'fantasy', 'serious play'

and 'dark play' that the constitution of the self is negotiated though never completely

achieved. It can never be a completed project; an army of consumer cultural icons and

accessories, standing by in the wings, rely and feed upon this assumption that the self can

never be finally managed, never finally be complete. For the young women in my research

project, as we have seen, this involved a constant negotiation of delicate territory wherein

their bodies were evaluated, scrutinised and controlled by others as well as by themselves.

It was a fundamental aspect of their gendered experience.

I have also traced the different ways in which the girls in my fieldwork simultaneously

sought to represent and constitute themselves as 'individuals' through their bodies, in
relation to the different material circumstances and their discrete social groupings.

Their body work involved both aspects of 'différance' and distinction, a vacillation
between belonging and separation, sameness and difference. But bodies do not exist in

a vacuum. To make sense of the micro-cultural influences and belief systems in their
lives and to contextualise them within larger social structures, we need to now explore

those more 'private spaces' of their everyday lives. It is to this aspect of the embodied

self that I now turn.

6r The inciclent involvecl a friencl of my own daughter. It was some years later that the mother of the child told
me the story.
62 Agajn see Laws 1990 and Lees 1993 for more detailed research on this topic.
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CHAPTER 4

TEDDY BEAR CHAINS & VIOLENT FEMMBS

The wish to be 'private' at times and the feeling that some actions are more

appropriately performed in private than they are in public seem to be almost universal,

yet the concept of privacy has no precise and uniform content, it is therefore very

diffrcult to define, whether, indeed in ethical, psychological or simple linguistic terms

(Sciama 1993:87)

This is m), room, where I spend all m)'tinte. It is m7, own private space where I can

do literal\, what I want to. (Diane, direct to camera)

Introduction: Spaces to Play

In the previous chapter I recounted several incidents where the teenagers in my fieldwork
were engaged in the serious task of 'body work'; that is, negotiating both similarity to and

difference from others through their bodies. I argued that this exploration in behaviour,

style, dress and demeanour ìvas a way of marking out and testing boundaries and an

essential part of the rhetoric of self-making. In this light, we watched several teenagers

'watching themselves'in different contexts - Diane and Bekk in school, Sara and friends
in the department store, Grace and Kate recording their conversations on video camera. In

this way, the nexus between representation, embodiment and the constitution of self-hood,

was highlighted, particularly the ways in which it was enabled through the medium of a
camera. In this way too, we began the journey into questions of material contexts and

social groupings foq as stated earlie¡ 'bodily praxis'(Moore 1994;Bourdietl9l7;1990)
does not occur separately from its physical contexts. It was significant that Bekk and

Diane's self-representations, in the way previously described, occurred in the classroom

and similarly, that the 'striking of poses' by Sara and her friends, took place in front of the

mirrors in the department store's changing-room. Equally, the incident described in chapter

2, where Janine, Wanda and Janelle introduced us to their wonderfully dramatic alternative

view of the city, only occurred in the form that it did because of the crucial nexus between

the specific geographical place, the time when the incident occurred and the agents'

perception of that time-space.

Such a relationship of place, time and subjectivity highlights the importance of what is
usually described as 'private space', a space where one feels able to play or to test out
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boundaries. This chapter explores some of the ways in which a specific time and place

seemed more 'open' for play in the development of 'self-making' in the experiences of the

young women in my fieldwork. I begin this exploration by focussing firstly on the concept

of body-space (Duncan 1996) - that is, how space itselfis created, enabled, hindered and

negotiated through bodily praxis. To do so, I adjust the analytical lens again by arguing that

for the young women in my fieldwork, the perceptions of who they were, who they

believed themselves to be and who they wanted to become, were acquired not only through

their physical experience of being but also through three intenelated and integrated aspects

of 'bodily praxi5'- place, space andplay.Here we discover that conception of 'private

space' became crucial to the rhetoric of self-making in their videos and particularly the

ways in which their bedroo,rl spaces were so central to their simultaneous constitution and

representation of self. This is a particularly appropriate place to explore body-space as

most of the teenagers indicated that their bedrooms represented an arena of great

signif,rcance and personal reflexivity. They represented "a place where you can really be

yourself," (Belinda) or in Diane's words, quoted above, her "own private space" where she

could do "literally" what she wanted to.

Once the teenagers stafted to speak directly to the camera more personally, their bedrooms

seemed to be the most favoured places for this to take place. Each girl's video included a

section where the young film-maker herself visually explored her own room through the

lens of the video camera. Sometimes this exploration was quite explicit \À,ith a verbal

commentary in voice-over and sometimes it was not remarked on, beyond the camera's

gaze.Yet in spite of this shared acknowledgment of the importance of their own bedrooms,

there seemed to me - as might be expected from such a diverse group of young women

- important differences in the decor and style, the location within the house and the use

of their bedrooms. Furthermore, while most of the teenagers seemed to see their own

rooms as some reflection of their own individual personality and taste, it was clear on

closer observation, that the choices that determined the 'look' of the room, each girl's
creation of 'the real me' expressed through the ambience and style of the room itself, were

very much in keeping with her wider social and familial values. To illustrate this

contention, I need firstly to unpack some common-place assumptions of three related

concepts which underpin this notion of 'private space' - that is, the interrelated terms,

place, space and play.

Place as spaces of power relations

Firstly, in terms of place. We can already see that to be embodied is always to be a 'body

in action', to move or be moved through and to negotiate different geographical and

physical locations. More importantly perhaps, particular places seem to permit a greater
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freedom of movement than others, even though simultaneously we are aware that this

perception of permission seems arbitrary. After all, Bekk and Diane were in the same

room, presumably obliged (at least, theoretically) by the same school rules and yet Bekk,

and the male students, were able to behave in a far less inhibited way in the classroom than

did Diane.

A second aspect, and one explanation for the difference between Bekk's and Diane's
perception of that place, is that ultimately every geographical place is actually experienced

as a space of power relations and therefore, for individuals, not all places are deemed to be

equal. As Nancy Duncan argues, "social relations, including importantly gender relations,

are constructed and negotiated spatially and are embedded in the spatial organisation of
places" (Duncan 1996:4). Or again, as Bourdieu has pointed out, space cannot simply be

understood as geographical or material boundaries, "realities that can be touched with the

finger" (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992:228). Rather geographic space needs to appreciated

and deconstructed as "a space of relations", an arena of potential struggle for "symbolic

power" (Bourdieu l99l).Inevitably, that means that space is never neutral; it is implicitly
gendered, exclusive and is frequently contradictory (Massey 1994; Lefebvre 1991;

Gregory & Urry 1985; Soja 1989). Places and the way we conceive of them as spaces, are

not only the setting for social interaction but they are also the medium of social processes

(Gregory 1986: 451). Or, put another way, 'behaviour and space are mutually dependent'

(Ardener 1993:2). This can have far-reaching consequences in the way specific individuals
experience their surroundings.

Frequently, this experience of space is thought of in quite simplistic ways, for example how

women 'collectively' and hegemonically might experience particular spaces. This is no

doubt because both space and gender are ordering principles and therefore closely

interrelated. As Massey has argued:

The limitation of women's mobility, in terms both of identity and space, has been in

some cultural contexts, a crucial means of subordination. Moreover, the two things -
limitations on mobility in space, the attempted consignment/conhnement to particular

places on the one hand, and the limitation on identity on the otber - have been

crucially related (Massey 1994: 179).

While such observations may seem undeniable, closer observation of how specific people

actually create and negotiate space points to something far more complex and paradoxical.

Personal experience and attention to ethnographic examples, should remind us that there is

not a straightforward, deterministic relationship between 'limitation of mobility' and

'subjugation' and thus, between space and gender. Firstly, of course, such a reference to

women's experiences blurs over aspects of class, race and age; not all women are equally
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subject to particular limitations on mobility (Moore 1994; hooks l99l). For example, the

middle-class Anglo-Celtic teenagers in my fieldwork usually expressed less awareness of
being harassed by police or security guards than the teenagers from Aboriginal
backgrounds. The teenagers who had dark skins or who identified as non Anglo-Celtic (or

in their own words 'not Australian') frequently talked about their experiences of feeling

outsiders or negatively different in some way.' Within the home, conceptions of private

space were not uniform either. For example, the teenagers from less affluent families often

had less physical domestic space at their disposal than the teenagers from homes that were

materially more privileged. The teenagers from separated homes or blended families,

where they had two or more dwelling places which they occupied, thought of their

bedroom spaces in different ways from the teenagers who had only one such space to call

their own. Some teenagers shared their rooms with other members of their family or were

expected to give up their rooms regularly for a visiting relative or family friend. Ideas of
what constitutes private space even with the domestic realm are far from straightforward.

When Bourdieu reminds us that "bodies take metaphors seriously", he also is highlighting

the way that bodily praxis takes place within structured time and space (Bourdiet 1977;

Moore 1994). An essential aspect of that embodied experience is that each individual's

interpretation of her material world is based on her gendered, social positioning within that

culture. That is, each person experiences and creates manifestations of power and distinction

through her day-to-day negotiation of social relations and the dominant cultural discourses.

In his famous analysis of the Kabyle house, Bourdieu describes the way power, privacy and

privilege are concretised in the everyday experiences of the household members:

One or other of the two systems of oppositions which define the house...is brought to

the foreground, depending on whether the house is considered from the male point of

view or the female point of view: whereas for a man, the house is not so much a place

he enters as a place he comes out of, movement inward properly befits a woman

(1977 : 9l . Also cited in Moore 1994: 77).

This interpretation by Bourdieu also implicitly underlines the complexity of the concept of
space and privacy when we consider bodily praxis in this light. Firstly, it is clear that the

meaning of particular space never exists a priori - for example, a parlicular room such

as a bedroom is not necessarily equally 'private' for all people in the household.

Furthermore, again, it seems equally clear that the concept of 'private space' itself is not a

universal, understood across all cultures or even within one culture. An individual's social

positioning within her wider society or within her micro-culture of family or immediate

rsee chapter 3 for the preliminary part of this discussion. I will examine the teenagers' dilferent experiences
of public space further in the next chapter.
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social networks affects her understanding of access or use of space. For some, the notion

of personal or individual 'private space' is a right. For others, as Sciama implies, the

conceptjust does not exist (1983).

On a simple level, there are different understandings of personal space within and between

cultures and thus people have varying degrees of tolerance towards being physically close

to another person (Goffman 7956,1959,1967 Hall & Whyte 1960). For example, I have

already referred to the way the Cirkidz teenagers hugged each other and me on each

meeting and yet how for Janine and Diane, coming from very different backgrounds, such

intimate physical contact between teenagers was an anathema or even a perversion. On a

more complex level, control of space always means control of knowledge and exercise of
power. It can mean both the actual physical and the emotional control over another person

and this control can be manifested as directly constituted through force or surveillance or

as an indirect power internalised, embodied and 'misrecognised'by the receiver (Foucault

1976; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1993: 194). Or, indeed, as a form of symbolic violence, such

control of space can be manifest in both ways simultaneously - experienced as an

extemal force and internalised by the receiver. In other words, experience of space, and

thus conceptions ofprlvate space, are never straightforward and are often paradoxical.

Some of this complexity and paradox underlies the words of fifteen year old Diane as

indicated at the head of this chapter. As we have already seen, she seemed quite restrained

in her demeanour and in her activities, and yet we find that she believed that she was not

confined at all. In describing her bedroom as her "own private space" she seemed to believe

that she possessed her own exclusive area, an arena where she felt she was totally free to

experiment, to explore, to 'play'- "I can do literally what I want to". Yet in many ways (or

at least, to an outsider) Diane's room seemed far from an independent'free space'. It was,

for example, manifestly cluttered with very conventional icons, artefacts and consumables

common to an Anglo-Australian 1990s girlhood; there were pink and white china

ornaments, dolls, a teddy-bears' chain and many posters of clean-cut male pop-stars

decorating the walls and surfaces of her room. This "private space", in other words, seemed

to reflect a consumer-driven, romantically-idealised, heterosexually-orientated female

childhood or early teenage-hood rather than represent an area in which to experiment or to

test out any ideas or values that were different from her family's perspectives.

Furthermore, because of the small living area of her house, and as there was no physical

means of barring entry to adults or uninvited guests (her room did not have a lock), Diane's

bedroom seemed to be both physically and psychologically all too easily accessible to

others to be truly "her own private space" or "a room of her own" ('Woolf l9'7D.2

2 See Gillian Rose (1993) for a detaiìecl overview of the complexities ancl paradoxes of such arguments.
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Seemingly, then, this was hardly an "adolescence of experimentation"; there were no

rebellious images of teenage-hood here.3 So, in what sense could this possibly be

understood as "private space", either literally or metaphorically? What did she mean when

she spoke of "privacy"? In what ways could Diane have believed this to be a "room of her

own", reflecting her own constitution and representation of an independent self?

I will return to Diane's creation of her "private space" in more detail at the end of this

chapter but, for now, I merely point to the fact that her room which she called her "private

space" seemed paradoxically to represent and reflect a child-like self-image which on the

one hand was full of nostalgic images of chiLdhood and which, on the other,

simultaneously cohered with the particular adultvalues in which she was enmeshed.

Furthermore, I argue that she was not alone. If we look more closely at the way all of the

teenagers in my fieldwork constructed their "private space" we will discover interesting

parallels in the way they constituted their self making through their material contexts,

reflecting the established values of their family and immediate social networks rather than

being rebelliously discrete.

Ardener's explanatory concept of 'social maps' becomes helpful here (Ardener 1993). In

her cross-cultural examination of women and space Ardener argues that while there are

clearly certain structural relationships and hierarchies (usually described in such terms as

age, gender, race and class) that would seem to affect how teenagers in different cultural

contexts live their lives "on the ground", these "social maps" frequently overlapped and

intersected to provide layers of complexities in the way the young rwomen actually

experienced their worlds. As indicated above, even in the domestic sphere, understandings

of space and concepts of privacy were not uniform for all the young women in my fieldwork

and were frequently paradoxical. To understand how they negotiated these complexities, we

must turn now to the third aspect of bodily praxis, which is the role of play.

Pløy as a Negotiation of Space

'While human activity and thus social relations seem to be theoretically separable from the

geographical spaces in which they occur, the material context impacts upon and inevitably

frames, and is framed by, the behaviour within its 'contours'; in other words, 'self-making'

as an aspect of human embodiment, is intricately entwined with where and when that

3 Ideas ofwhat constitutes rebellion are ofcourse specific to particular times ancl places. One ofthe aspects of
contemporary life sardonically satirised in the British television series Absolutely Fabulous is the way not all
families share the conventional middle class moral values and thus, not all share notions of what 'teenage
rebellion' means. Edina, the mother and former 'child of the sixties' longs for he¡ own daughter to be the
promiscuous, drug{aking 'hippy' that she herself longed to be thirty years earlier, Her daughter, an adolescent
in the nineties, is fa¡ too conservative for her mother's liking.
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experience occurs.4 The link between bodily praxis and physical spaces then, becomes even

more apparent when one recognises that the more constrained the actual or perceived

frameworks for material existence, the more interralised and appropriated become the

constraints, and the more controlled the imagination for possible alternatives. In other words,

I argue that there is a direct correlation between perceivedrestriction and the ability to'play'
freely. This is not to suggest that all victims of oppressive regimes passively accept their fate

or that there is no struggle to negotiate perceived constraints but instead to point to a far more

complex phenomenon. Rather, I am interpreting 'limitation of movement' not only to be a

physical boundary to freedom or restriction of access to certain locales imposed on the agent

from powerful others, but I am also examining the way these constraints become naturalised

so that effective symbolic boundaries are erected and internalised.5

A further dimension to this argument, as I suggested earlier, is the concept of play itself.

Both serious play and fantasy are central to the constitution of self. Early in this thesis I
defined fantasy, not in the way it is usually conceived of as trivial and disengaged from
reality, but rather an aspect of reality where, in the form of 'seriotts play, it can represent

activities where the'unspeakable'is 'spoken'. While having to take place in physical

spaces, play in effect, requires a negoîiation of space. Goffman referred to a similar

concept in his notion of perceived symbolic 'frames'which modify behaviour in different

social contexts. PIay is essential for the testing and pushing out of symbolic boundaries and

play itself has to be understood to be socially permitted within a particular cultural context

(Goffman 1959; Bateson 79'72).

This understanding is very different from the conventional understanding of 'play as

resistance', for I am arguing, as I have elsewhere in this thesis, that play is more about

accomntodation, a working out of where the individual feels she can comfortably 'accept'

or negotiate the 'rules of the game' rather than subverting the ground rules.6 Implicit in this

a Self-making ofcourse occurs continuously but the form that it can take at particular times depencls greatly on
where and when the activit'ies take place. It is also important to emphasise that, of course, space does not
exist as separate from time. See Urry 1985; Giddens 1985, as well as the specific examples from my
fieldwork, detailed below in the main text.
5 Antisemitism offers a clear example of both the physical and symbolic boundaries at work. The restrictions on
movement on Jewish citizens under various regimes, (including Nazi-occupied territories before and during
World rüar II) frequently brought about an intentalisatiott and a naturalisation of these constraints by the victims
and their perpetrators. Their identities becarne redefined by the system. In his documenlary Shoah, Clatrde
Lanzmann poignantly highlighted this phenomenon. In explaining the psychological effects and ultimately the
acceptance by the victìms of physical exclusion, the historian Raoul Hilberg, interviewed in the hlm, states
poignantly that "First they (the Nazi regime) said we could not l\ve anrongst them. Then they said we could not
live." Similarly, experiential work by the American teacher/psychologist Jane Elliott also provides a poignant
example of how perceived lack of permission to be in particular spaces quickly becomes internalised by the
receive¡s of such negative messages to suggest they should not åe anywhere.
6 As noted above, A¡dener (1993) points to the relationship between 'ground rules' ancl what she calls 'social
maps'. That is, that social structures a¡e reflected by spatial metaphors and that space itself exerts its own
influences. In other words, "behaviour and space are mutually dependent" (1993:2), In my understanding, pla¡,
is the vehicle for exploring the symbolic boundaries of social maps.
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understanding of play - this testing out or 'feel for the game' - is a tacit recognition and

acknowledgment of these symbolic boundaries. The link between play, space and place in

this concept of self-making, then, is the perceived pre-requisite of 'sp(tce to play' (Bateson

1972; Handelman 1990). Limitations on mobility (Massey 1994) - whether these be

actual or perceived - and the constraints on (self) identity, (the perception of the

'freedom' to move or even to be in ceftain spaces) are directly related to the (perceived)

ability to explore other possible selves; 'permission', as it were, to play. Many forms of
play are mimetic and, as Bourdieu reminds us, mimesis, includes both an active and a

cognitive component.

Pierre Bourdieu, with the term sens practique, designates this particular type of

knowledge of practical action (Gebauer & Vy'ulf 1995: 5)

This interpretation of play and space, and the role of mimetic activity, brings us back to the

concept of bodily praxis as a mode of knowledge. The more recent work of Schechner

(1993) and Turner (1982,1986, 1990) conceming contemporary manifestations of rituals

and carnivals has pointed to this mimetic activity through the interrelation of place, space

and play. While play may seem to occur anywhere and at any time, its emergence and thus

its 'political' and 'strategic'power and efficacy are directly related to where and when the

activity is interpreted as being allowed to take place.T So, far from being trivial, play is

powerful precisely because it can enable the redefining of places. As Rubin argues, "The

power to define is the power to control.... We create reality wherever we go by living our

fantasies" (197O:142-3).Indeed, play in such circumstances can be perceived by some as

dangerous and potentially subversive for it "challenges official culture's claims to
authority, stability, sobriety, immutability, and immortality" (Schechner 1993:46).8

But not everyone is equally able to "define" or "to control". Not everyone sees the

necessity of challenging "official culture's claims to authority". As we have already

witnessed, individuals experience their world and negotiate spaces differently. That is,

individuals from similar social backgrounds can have quite different understandings of
their need or their ability to play in this way and to explore other alternatives. They may

7 Bat"son spoke ofthe necessity ofunderstancling play as a "frame ofpossibility". It can only occur when the
participants acknowledge and recognise that the activity is play and therefore has to be interpreted differently
from other actions. Thus, I am suggesting that the political effectivity ofplay can only take place where it is
mtderstood to be allowed to happen. Someone who spray-paints subversive or anti-social messages on a wall
where he is cìearly not legally allowed to do so stilÌ feels that at that moment he is 'permitted' to do so, even
if that 'permission' is self-granted. Who or what gives the perpetrator of the act that sense of permission or
liberation to break the rules? I am arguing that at that moment for that person thepossibili4,of alternatives is
manifest and pLa¡, is the way he realises those possibilities.
8 To Schechner's insights I woulcl ackl the caveat of "seems ro challenge offìciaÌ culture's claims". Indeed
official culture can bejust as disturbed by the appearance of subversion even though that appearance may have
little actual substance.
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have different understandings of what is meant by 'personal', 'private' and 'public' space,

different ways of using their bodies in various locales and arenas. Again, to return to the

incident of Diane and Bekk as an exemplaq the first girl felt that appropriate behaviourþr
her in that place was compliance and quiescence. The second felt that she could assert her

own influence, her own voice and her own challenge to authorities, by loudly and

disruptively "standing up for what she believes in". As I pointed out in the previous

chapter, each girl's sense of 'différance' (Derrida, 1973,1978; Kamuf 1991;Grosz 1990)

was linked to her microcultural value systems, her particular habitus acquired over her life
time in the home and in the familial community. Now it is time to investigate the formation

of that habints in more detail.

The first way to do this is to examine the ways in which the teenagers in my project

negotiated and contested the space perceived as available to them as young women, from
the perspectives of their own micro-cultnres. Not all of them, as indicated above, had the

same conceptions of what space was actually open and welcoming to them, both in the

public and in the domestic sphere. Not all shared the same desire to engage in 'serious

play' in the same spaces. As a way into untangling the complexities of such conceptions of
space, I turn again to my fieldwork to describe one such paradoxical place. Hilary's very

unusual and special 'Lost Forest', demonstrated how this arena of her bedroom intimately

resonated with her perceptions and representations ofthe body and her already established

familial and microcultural values.

Rediscovering'The Lost Forest'

This is my Lost Forest. It is not so much a place that is lost but a place where I can

rentember. This is where I can rementber how to be a child (Hilary, voice over to

camera).

When I first got to know Hilary, then aged 15, she introduced me to her very 'magical'

Lost Forest. Later, it became a particularly important aspect of her video footage,

included in her final cut. About six months before the start of my fieldwork, she had

moved into her current home with her mother and younger brother. The house was quite

small but Hilary had her own room which, like her own physical appearance, she

characteristically kept immaculately tidy and organised.e A great deal of Hilary's footage

portrayed her in her room studying or reading, her desk clearly representing scholarship,

order, ambition and self-control in her life. Sometimes the raw footage included sections

where she was apparently directing her mother as camera operator to capture some very

e See chapter 3.
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Figure 12: Seek the magic

Firstly, around her room amongst the academic books and the more adult icons were hints

of a childhood nostalgically idealised and 'remembered'. There were for example, several

romantic images of fairies and fantasy decorating this space, a small picture of a fairy here,

an illustrated children's book-cover portraying a wizard or a tiny porcelain statue of a pixie

there. In common with many of the teenagers who had such aftefacts in their rooms (see

below), these images were not just ignored or glossed over. Hilary's camera zoomed in

(though without verbal comment) on these images of wizards, fairies or magic when she

visually surveyed her room - a quick smattering of such images in between other more

serious, 'adult' shots. Significant in themselves, as I shall detail below, these little snippets

of fantasy seemed to herald the greater importance of Hilary's other, larger alternative

space, her Lost Forest.

After she had moved into her new home Hilary had discovered that under the built-in

wardrobe in her bedroom were some loose floor boards ("Like inThe Lion, theWitch andThe

Wardrobe" she explained). On lifting these boards she had revealed an empty space under the

house, a sort of small, hidden, secluded cellar. Hilary had decorated this tiny space with rugs,

cushions, candles and more romantic posters of fairies, spirits and magic. It became a dark,

mysterious dramatic room of fantasy and imagination which she named the Lost Foresl.l2 She

would take her friends down into the cellar or used it just to be quietly alone, to read in, to

listen to music, to think in. In place of the loose floor boards she put a trap door to enable easier

"The Lott Forest was the name of an imaginative (and expensive) toy shop in the city, which has since been
renamed. The shop specialises in soft toys and in their 'serious' attitude towards their potential customers.
Any child purchasing a toy has to be assessed by the vendors as to the suitability oftheirrole as a'parent'. The
point about the name of cou¡se is that it connotes a retum to the idealistic, fantasy realm of childhood rather
like Peter Pan's Never Never Land.

t25



entry but the entrance was still small and n¿ìffow so that it seemed, at least in my eyes - (and

to the rest of my body) - to represent a barrier to more adult mvasron.

If the outside of The Lost Forest, even within her bedroom proper, were an adult world of
certainty, responsibility and order, the inside space seemed richly dense with unspoken

possibilities - a place still seemingly in the process of evolving into something else.

Unlike her adult world of control and order, a world of the rational mind - this place was

self-consciously rich and crowded with magic, emotion, romance and the senses. The rugs

on the floor, the semi-darkness of the candles and the pungent exotic odours of incense

made this place a space of the body. This was where the 'civilised' body experienced the

sensations it had been encouraged to distrust and disregard (Elias (1978). The fact that to

reach The Lost Forest Hilary had to enter into a different physical space (through a trap

door that was too small for adults to enter easily) perhaps reinforced her self-awareness of
her still young, physically-immature body. It was a space that was clearly separated

physically from her more controlled self and yet in its very careful portrayal, was still kept

carefully and neatly contained and containable. In other words, while seemingly dramatic

and alternative, a manifestation of some kind of Freudian repression of the subconscious,

the'child'to Hilary's usual portrayal of the 'adult', this seemed all too consciottsly

articulated a contrast between this world and her 'everyday' world for this to be a
repressed aspect of her psyche. We need another explanation, I feel.

Figure 13: The Lost Forest

Like Mary, in her videoed narration of herself as Gift, or Kate's love of dressing up in her

wedding dress, as described in chapters 2 and3, Hilary seemed able to hold the different

aspects of her life together in a fully conscious, indeed a theatrical, tension. Rather than

being subconscious, I would argue that in her very creation of the Lost Forest Hilary was

clearly performing a very deliberately dramatic example of mimetic excess. Firstly, The
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Lost Forest clearly was created in a way that perfectly cohered with her already established

familial values. It was a room that was a very significant part of her self-representation. For

example, she spent a considerable section of her final footage introducing this space to her

viewers. The camera focused on the trap door which seemed to lift up mysteriously by

itself (the gesture in itself thus being portrayed as a miraculous, magical moment of
revelation) before the camera zoomed closer.'3 Once the camera entered inside The Lost

Forest, a special room was revealed - a room lit up like a magic cave or grotto, full of
candles, wall hangings and soft cushions. There were also several lengthy cut-away shots

to such items as a book cover that read: Wizard's Spells.

Obviously on a straight-forward level, Hilary was re-creating a childhood area that was

rich, exciting and separate from her more adult world of responsibilities and ambition. She

commented in her voice-over that The Lost ForesÍ was a place where she could "remember

how to be a child". This section underscored other aspects of her video footage where,

while portraying herself 'playing' on the floor with a tiny plastic toy collection, she

claimed that it was important for her to "hold onto my childhood for as long as possible".

Yet it seemed to me thatThe Lost Forest was not so much about a specifically remerubered

childhood space at all. Rather it was a manifestation of the powerful, dramatic and creative

quality of play. That is, it was a way of creaÍing an idealised past in the middle of an

uncertain and often scary future.la

The lnst Forest was significant in another way too. It seemed that this subterranean place

represented a space that was, simultaneously, physical, mental and social (Lefebvre 1991:

ll-12) or in the words of Soja, "all spaces (should be) seen as filled with the products of the

imagination, with political projects and utopian dreams, with both sensory and symbolic

realities" (Soja 1996: 62,parenthesis added). Soja calls such places a simultaneously real-

and-imagined space; both a place of liminoid mimetic bluring (the imagined, the 'not-

real') and yet also one that is carefully marked out as a separate, discrete tenitory (the

geographically 'real' - that which can be touched with the finger). In its very creation,

indeed, it seemed to demand a redefining of space and thus an unsettling of some of the

usual, simplistic ways in which space is categorised into private and public arenas.

Redefining Space: unsettling the private and public divide

One of the common expectations about social space in many cultures including
Australia is that the domestic arena is not accessible to outsiders without an

tt The ra* footage reveals that this shot was carriecl out many times by Hilary before the desired effect was
satisfactorily obtained.
ra Battaglia (1993) has argued that use of nostalgia in this way can be read as a \'r'ay of simultaneously
representing and constituting the self in a self-affirming past.
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invitation.r5 Indeed, it is the different ways that a family member and a non-family member

or a close friend and a stranger behaves in the domestic realm that sharply differentiates

the usually unarticulated categorisations (Ardener 1993; Hirschon, 1983; 1993; Dragadze

1993). For example, in most cases in Australian homes, a stranger who enters the domestic

realm does so by demonstrating that s/he will conform to a particular set of behaviours and

expectations which are perceived as being different from familial or close friendship

behaviours. Thus, a stranger does not enter a house without knocking or before asking for
permission to enter; once inside the house, s/he does not wander from room to room

without invitation; a stranger does not look into other 'private' areas of the home - places

such as fridges, cupboards, correspondence.l6 To relax too much by leaving on certain

articles of clothing (eg. a hat, a coat) or removing certain articles of clothing (shoes, belt,

top clothing) risks incurring social censure.

Certainly in 'mainstream' Australian social groups, such tacit aspects of behaviour are

usually regarded as implicit rules of protocol that apply mainly to middle-class adults. Yet

it was immediately clear to me from my f,reldwork experiences that not all of the groups

and social networks into which I entered, shared these codes of behaviour. Certainly, the

young people themselves, who often did not have these privileges of personally 'marking

off' territory of exclusion (they were not male nor adult and many were not white nor

middle class), frequently either ignored such protocols or took obvious delight in

breaching such rules of etiquette, as I shall explain in more detail below.

Lefebvre referred to the "illusion of transparency"'of space, pointing to the way space

seems capable of being "taken in by a single glance from that mental eye which illuminates

whatever it contemplates" (1991: 28 cited in Soja 1996:63). Because the attributes of
space seem self-evident, they are frequently categorised into private and public spheres as

though these were neatly bounded areas that could be defined and understood objectively.

Indeed, as we have seen, Hilary herself neatly separates her study/bedroom proper from

her subterranean world of magic. Diane also seems to be assuming that there ls a

conceptual difference that can be utilised in particular geographical or material places, in

speaking of "her own private space". She is also assuming that she can use particular space

'privately' in this way, as something that is exclusively hers.

r5 Angela McRobbie's early discussions about teenage girl 'bedroom culture' implied a belief Ìhal areas yvithin

the house couldbe separated and marked off as private, 'safe' and exclusive in this way (see 1976; 1978). Her
later work carried the arguments into more 'public spaces' where a similar discussion about the power of the
imagination for symbolic 'resistance' was presented (see for example, McRobbie 1991). See below, for a far
more detailed critique of this common argumenl..
16 As indicated in chapter 3, food is also categorised into substances that are suitable for every day and that
which is set aside for visitors and hospitality. If a stranger 'helps himself' by going to a lood cupboard or fridge,
he violates the code of hospitality and therefore, unwittingly, distu¡bs the code of honour, obligation and
maintenance of social hierarchy. See Mauss 1970; Abu-Lughod 1986.
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For example, her bedroom in this understanding is private and exclusive as opposed to the

more open and inclusive living areas of her house, the school classroom, the street or any

of the other spaces she enters and occupies as a young women in her micro-world. Yet in

one of the first parts of her video footage recorded in her bedroom, as mentioned in earlier

chapters, she and her friends are mimicking a Peter André music clip playing on the

television set in front of them. They dance, laugh and copy the dancers on the screen,

perfect copies of the gestures and movements. Later, they read out aloud and with great

hilarity, a romantic quiz in a teenage magazine. Indeed it seems, then, that far from

separate from the world around them, the values and pleasures of the outside world were

in fact welcomed in. Occasionally they also intrude, uninvited, as when for example, at one

point in this section of her video, her father opened her bedroom door unannounced and

told the teenagers to "keep their noise down". So in spite of her vision of "private space",

it is hardly separate or even neatly separable from the more 'public' areas of her life.

Rather, it is closely imbricated with her more everyday values of her family and her wider

social network.

Further, of course, the terms themselves, 'private'and 'safe', like the concept of
'space' itself, although freely used in popular discourse, are never unproblematic nor

uncontested. Firstly, like the concept of body ownership and management of the body,

discussed in detail in chapter 3, privacy also involves the ability and the affectivity of
the agent to be in control. Yet, of course, not everyone experiences the same right or

means to privacy. In a similar way indeed, not everyone even shares this same

perceived concept of privacy. I noted in the previous chapters, for example, that the

Aboriginal teenagers in my project did not seem to have the same contemporary

Western (and many non-Western) cultural understandings of an independent body nor

an independent self. Similarly, I discovered that they did not expect to have something

they could call their "own private space" in the way Diane did. Their bedrooms were

often shared with their siblings or other relatives and even more importantly, were re-

allocated as the needs arose within the family. So, in other words, conceptions of what
'privacy' actually meant to the various teenagers in my research project were firmly
embedded in the perspectives of their own micro-cultures, accepted and unquestioned

through their own particular habitus.

Secondly, as suggested above, geographical places alone do not automatically prescribe

which activities take place within their particular physical boundaries. There is no such

thing as a space that is definitively to be used for public or private activity. Privacy, for
example, can be interpreted as both a material boundary such as signs that say Keep out.

Private property, or a state of mind. One can be involved in 'private'activities, such as

very exclusive conversations or secret business deals or even day-dreaming within a

very public environment, for example, in a street, a cinema or a shopping centre.

129



Privacy has several other contradictory connotations too. It can indicate constraint (for

one can be either inside or outside of the symbolic or material boundary of exclusivity)

but it can simultaneously imply shelter and protection from an outside 'reality' which

is perceived as dangerous or corrupting.lT Furthermore, spaces that are understood as

'private' such as the home are not necessarily safe for all the people within their walls,

as has been witnessed many times in cases of physical or sexual abuse. I have already

briefly recorded Mary's account of her traumatic childhood. She also commented

several times on how unsafe she felt in her childhood home and later in the various

foster homes she occupied.ls

On the other hand, spaces that are often regarded as public and therefore assumed to be

inclusive, such as shopping malls, are frequently excLusive for 'marginalised'others - the

young, the less affluent, the unemployed in the community who primarily want to
congregate and socialise but do not have the monetary means to 'consume'. My fieldwork

notes are full of references to the subterfuges and strategies that the teenagers often

undertook to be admitted into various dance clubs - especially when they were underage

- including some very risk-taking practices.le Other public places such as bars and dance

clubs enable some very private activity to take place simply because of the sheer numbers

of people who attend.2o Indeed, in all places, relative anonymity can encourage some very

'exclusive' activities to take place. Conversely, places usually designated as private such as

bedrooms, especially for teenagers seeking places to entertain their friends, can sometimes

be used for very public activities. Fran's video footage includes a pafty at her house, most

of the activity of which was held in her own bedroom.

What emerges from all of these contradictions, is the shared perception of privacy being a

physical and a metaphysical state which is closely aligned to cultural understandings of
power and status. Furthermore, as such, it is also directly related to bodily praxis. It is to

this implicit relationship between privacy, power and embodiment that I now turn as we

visit some other ways in which each of the teenagers marked out their private spaces within

their domestic spheres.

r7 See for example, Lila Abu-Lughod 1986
t8 This is an interesting a¡ea to consider in its own right for so much of western law and civil rights issues
depend on the paradoxical notion of the body being privately owned while the family home is aìso a private
domain. Hence, violation of personal rights in terms of the physical body or personal possession turn on these
understandings but inevitably clash as the two mutually exclusive rights cannot be reconciled. Contradictions
occur when one set of the requirements, for example, the need to respect the privacy of the family home
conflicts with the need to protect the privacy needs and safety of all of the individuals within that space. Thus,
police have frequently not been prepared to intervene in domestic violence issues because the family home has

been seen as sacrosanct - events occurring 'behind closed doors' as it were. I will return to this dilemma
below, in te¡ms of issues that arose in my own fieldwork. For the moment, though, I simply use these examples
to emphasise that, even legally, understandings about the body and physical spaces are very much intertwined.
te See for example the 'disco rap' describecl in cletail in chapter 3.
20 As I clescribe in chapter 5 in relation to one of what must be one of the most supervisecl of all clance events,
the Blue Light Discos.
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Domestic Spheres: The Problems of Gaining Access

Even from the first moments of fieldwork, I realised I was potentially entering a mine field

in negotiating whose domestic sphere I could comfortably enter and whose I could not. I
could not take for granted any thought of easy access or otherwise. At the start of the

research, however, I did believe that the implicit protocol of access and acceptance into

domestic spaces would apply even more rigidly to an adult researcher such as myself,

working with teenage teenagers. Indeed, during the initial stages of my research, I only

expected to meet the teenagers and talk with them in open places which most people would

designate as public. We talked in cafes, Cirkidz rooms, school classrooms and youth clubs.

I did not expect to enter into their domestic spheres until after a great deal of time and a

great deal of trust had been established - and then, only if I were invited. This was firstly,

because unlike most researchers in this field, I was working primarily with the young

people themselves rather than their parents or adult carers and secondly, I was using a less

structured methodology than is usually the case. My aim, to use such long-term, intensive

participant observation rather than questionnaires or interviews with the young people

themselves, meant that my presence in the family would be less time and function
'bounded' and therefore it could be regarded as far more intrusive than the way a
researcher's company might usually be considered.

And yet I was also aware that the domestic sphere was the place where possibly the most

important aspects of self-making occurred for the young participants of my project. I
assumed that their relatively young age and their gender, alone, would mean that a great deal

of their social activities would take place in the home, as explained in chapters 2 and 3. The

problem was firstly, how to learn about these activities first hand or to capture and record

those activities and the significance of play vicariously, within these spaces. Secondly,

there was the problem of how to have my own presence (either in actuality or 'by proxy',

through the lens of the camera) taken for granted as much as possible in situations and

areas where an adult would not usually enter. As noted in chapter 2, the chosen

methodology involving the camera did seem to allow me a legitimate and non-exploitative

access into these domestic arenas. It could go where I could not and it gave me the

'authority' to work closely with the teenagers in a variety of social contexts. The key

enabling factor, I discovered, to my acceptance and, indeed, the camera's presence in most

cases, was the overall ambience and ethos of each individual household - what spaces

within that micro-world were considered open to particular others and to strangers, and

which were not.

It tended to be mothers who directly or indirectly enabled my presence in those domestic

spaces. In the case of Sara, for example, my presence in her home was by direct invitation

from her mother. Indeed hers was the first home that I visited to talk about her video
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footage. Sara's mother, an older parent with a background in teaching, not only suggested

that I come but also seemed to understand immediately why it would be of importance to

me as a researcher. "You should come and see Sara in her home environment," she

suggested one day over the telephone, "then you can probably learn more about why she is

the way she is". Such insights and generosity always took me by surprise. I had expected to

experience far more caution about the way I as an adult would be received into the girls'

family environments and, indeed, I know that for many parents and carers there was actually

considerable and understandable concern about my presence in these domestic spheres.

As I noted in the first chapter, it was in anticipation of parental concerns in this regard that

I had written a letter to the families of all the key participants explaining the purpose of my

research and asking for permission to proceed. Yet only three families overtly expressed

concern. Diane's parents, for example, asked me to come "for a talk" before their daughter

was permitted to work with me. I went to their home very nervously, feeling as though I
were about to be interviewed for a job. On their side, Diane's mother and father were

clearly nervous about allowing access to someone representing a world to which they had

no ordinary ingress - the university - and they saw me, at least at first, as someone who

might introduce unwanted "different values" into their house or who might pry into their

affairs. Their many irate and frustrated anecdotes indicated that their past experiences of
school and other goveÍìment institutions had been ones where they felt powerless. Once

their child entered these places, they seemed to feel that their own desires and values, as

parents, were disregarded. It was during several conversations that they related how, in

their eyes, Diane's school had disregarded their concerns for her well-being in terms of the

amount of school work she was given and her involvement in extra-mural activities and

excursions. They had other concerns too. One of the first questions they asked me at that

interview, was to explain why, according to my introductory letter to them, I was planning

to study mainly girls.They obviously found this particular research interest into femininity

unusual and suspicious.2l

After that first occasion, I was permitted and welcomed into the family home by Diane's

parents, but always with some degree of formality. I was always offered a cup of coffee and

expected to sit down at the kitchen table to chat with her mother for some time before

talking to Diane. Often there were other relatives, neighbours or close friends already

seated at the table when I arrived. In those situations, I frequently felt I was useful to the

family image, to boost their sense of 'distinction' and importance; I was a researcher from

the university 'working' with their daughter. In many ways, this created a dilemma for me

as I always felt that there was a danger that for the daughter, I would become seen as a

2l Their concerns make sense in their overall concern about 'alternative' sexual orientations which as I explain
below was a recurring and seemingly overwhelming issue that was discussed in their farnily.
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parental figure rather than someone who could easily relate to the teenager. On the other

hand, it was obviously necessary for parents and carers to feel comfortable with my

presence in the household and find a reciprocal purpose for my presence for them, and so

these long discussions at the kitchen table were important and necessary.

The more personal conversations with Diane about her film footage and other aspects of
her social world always took place in her bedroom away from the rest of the family,

because of the small amount of available physical space in the house. There Diane would

relax far more and treat me as her friend rather than her parents' acquaintance. But I always

felt that I conducted a great deal of my fieldwork in this sort of psychological
'schizophrenic' divide where the language and content of the discussions differed

according to whether I was talking to daughter or to parent and according to where the

conversation took place. A similar dilemma would occur in Sara's house where her mother

also would welcome me in to the house and want to spend long periods talking to me over

cups of tea. In fact, it was undoubtedly also a strategy used by the parents of both families

to get to know me in a similar way while I was trying to get to know their household and

their datghters. It was noticeable that when I was welcomed in by the respective parents

and offered tea or coffee at the kitchen table, their daughters would disappear and occupy

themselves elsewhere until our 'adult' conversation was finished. As I was always aware

that my intrusion into these domestic spaces had to be limited so that I did not wear out

my welcome, I became often quite frustrated at the way this period of time could be so

eagerly and easily monopolised by the parents. On the one hand, I was obviously learning

about the dynamics of the family. On the other hand, I was being subtly permitted less time

with the young person herself.

Two other sets of parents also spoke to me anxiously when I first came to their houses,

quite understandably concerned about what information might be transmitted about their

family dynamics through their daughters' films or simply concerned about this extra

physical presence appearing in their home at regular intervals. There was also expressed

concern about what information I might glean about the family offcamera, through my on-

going relationship with their daughter. This is not to suggest, howeve¡ that just because

some families did nol express concem about my presence that they were not aware of the

possible intrusion on their privacy. I was very conscious of potential power relations; the

fact that I was a researcher from a tertiary institution meant that, for many other families,

as well as for Diane's, I was simply another of a long line of officials seeking to gain

information about their life style. I was acutely aware of the difficulty of my situation and

my potentially exploitative position.

In other cases, where I got to know the teenagers through youth workers or other

representatives of the Juvenile Justice System or Welfare departments, I sometimes felt the
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full force of the girls' and their families' ambivalence towards such officials. On some

occasions, I would be invited into their homes as a friend while in other spaces, such as the

street or the court, I was ignored. In the case of some of the families of the Aboriginal
teenagers, for example, I often felt I was tolerated rather than welcomed because so many

ofhcials/welfare agents had access a great deal of the time. Although I did not enter homes

unless I was invited and was very cautious about making sure the teenagers and their

families felt they had 'choice' about when and where they saw me, I realised that for
several of the families, 'choice' to ask me not to come or to leave, was not a familiar or

comforlable concept in these scenarios. They sometimes dealt with this perceived lack of
choice in indirect ways.

For example, Janine's was the family with which I had the most difficulty in organising

definite times when I could come to talk about the video footage. Janine and I would often

arrange what I believed to be a mutually convenient time. I would telephone again, often

just before leaving home, to check that the time and day were still okay. Janine would say

yes, but then several times after my driving the forty-five minute journey to her house, I
would find that she had suddenly "gone out" or "had to go and help Nana at work". I never

saw this as her personal teenage attempt at avoidance. Rather, I wondered whether the

family as a whole found it difficult to ask me to change the time or whether they thought

it was more empowering to just pretend that I wasn't coming. All in all, I was being shown

that I wasn't that important in their whole scheme of things. Occasionally Janine would

remember (or decide) to ring me and ask me to change the time or day of our meeting but

more often, she didn't. On the other hand, if I did not contact her as soon as she expected

me to, she would castigate me roundly on our next meeting. "Where've you been? I
thought you'd been murderedt"2z

In Diane's and Kate's homes, I felt I was regarded by the respective parents with suspicion,

for very different reasons. As I indicated above, in Diane's wbite, working-class family,

there was concem about 'the authorities' and the way ofhcialdom tended to over-ride the

family's own desires and concerns.23 In contrast, Kate's parents, both middle-class

academics, were anxious (perhaps quite understandably) about being potentially the subject

of research themselves rather than being agents in such a scenario. I privately sympathised

22 The violence of the expression suggested to me how much I was expected fo be there ancl accept Janine's
terms of contact and time if I wanted to be regarded as a friend of the teenager and of the lamily rather than an
outsider, See chapter 1 for a greater discussion of the complexity of my role in fieldwork and the part that my
gender played in access and the relationship. Of course, all of these issues of access and potential exploitation
had already been in my mind long before fieldwork as potential ethical problems, simply as a function of my
working with quite young participants. For this reason, the parental and carer concerns, articulated or implicit,
were simply to add another layer to already complex issues and would have practical and ethical implications
in terms of my fieldwork.
23 Grace's mother also seemed used to having government agents continually in her home, but in that situation
I felt I was not regarded so much with suspicion, but with a sad, powerless kind of resignation.
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with their concerns and dilemma, as I could see that it would be difficult for them not to be

concerned at having their privacy symbolically breached in this way. On the other hand, as

they had brought their daughter up to be independent and self confident, I could see that they

felt it had tobe her choice if she wanted to stay in or leave the research project.

A quite different set of circumstances faced me when I entered Fran's and Hilary's

microworlds and 'private spaces'. In Fran's economically middle-class, though

unconventional, home I was always treated as though I were a friend of her own age,

welcomed in, but basically ignored by the rest of the family. Indeed, it was only after six

months that Fran 'formally' introduced me to her mother. Hilary, on the other hand began

our acquaintance by inviting me to meet her motber with whom she felt I would "have so

much in common". Once I did meet her mother though I found I still spent far more time

talking to the daughter and very little speaking to the parent. Her mother felt that that was

my aim and so tended to leave Hilary and I to talk about her film or about her current social

experiences. In the cases of Janine and Mary, I felt far more apprehensive and was even

more aware of ethical issues and sensitivity. Both teenagers were officially 'in care' through

government agencies, although by the time I met Mary she was living independently.

I will now look a little more closely at several of these arenas. I begin with a detailed account

of my first visit to Sara's home, a place where certainly, as I already indicated, I was

encouraged to enter. This account will help us explore some of the ways other teenagers made

certain parts of their domestic spaces their own and will further highlight the way such 'private

spaces' are deeply enmeshed within each girl's own domestic sphere and familial values. It
will also unsettle many of the comrnon-sense assumptions frequently held about teenagers and

their rooms, such as the belief that teenagers desire to create spaces that deliberately subvert

middle class notions of control and domesticity (for example, McRobbie 1976,1978,1991).

Domestic Spheres: Rights of Access

When I arrived at Sara's house on that first occasion, I was forced to be aware of the sense

of isolation. Sara's home was situated forty-five minutes by car out of the city. The nearest

public bus stop which was on the closest main road to her house, was more than another

forty-five minute walk down a narrow country lane. This difficulty of access meant that

many of Sara's social activities depended on having someone else taking her to a nearest

public transport spot by car. While she could walk the long trek to the bus stop by day (and

she frequently did) nighrtime activities were severely curtailed.

The home itself was a large brick home reached at the end of a private dirt road and at the

top of a narrow, winding, quite hazardous track. My car laboured considerably getting up
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the hill and I grimly thought about making the same journey once winter set in. Even to

reach that point was not straightforward. Sara had given me quite complex directions for
finding her house, for it was not clearly shown in the regular metropolitan street maps.

However, I received quite idiosyncratic directions such as "Go past Black Stump Road.

You'll see a building that used to be a post office. Straight after that you will see a small

winding track. Watch out for the geese and the sheep as they wander across the road..."

Once at the top of the track, there was a view of trees, fields and vastness so that one

indeed did feel a sense of achievement and separation on reaching the house. At first

sight, the house, as I said, was a t\üo-storey, though only partially-constructed, home

made from brick. There were many pieces of equipment and building tools, such as wheel

barrows and small cement churns, planks of wood, sand and more bricks lying around the

outside of the house. Also around the home (there was no cultivated garden as far as I
could tell, just natural 'bush' and scrub) were several old cars clearly in the process of
being repaired and reassembled.

I learned that the home was being built personally by Sara's father and that due to the

sporadic nature ofwork and the necessary finances, the project had taken thirteen years so

far. Sara jokingly, though poignantly, commented that by the time her father would have

finished her real bedroom - a space allocated upstairs - she would have left home. In

fact, that was exactly what happened. On my first visit to the home, Sara's temporary

bedroom downstairs was still not absolutely complete. There was no ceiling above her bed

just the bare galvanised iron roof. That meant that in both summer and winter she would

have experienced the extremes of the weather.

The family of four lived in the small hnished section of the house downstairs. The main

living area was used for cooking, eating, studying, talking, TV watching and working on

various hobbies and assignments. When I first got to know the family, Sara's brother was

already living away from home during the week, as he was attending a school quite some

distance away. Sara's room also contained many of her brother's belongings. In other

words, although, nominally at least, the parents and each child had their own bedroom, in

Sara's home, 'private space' was something that the family members were expected to

share.2a Furthermore, the limited amount of spare physical space within Sara's house also

seemed to mean that all available rooms and surfaces were 'shared' too - books, papers,

clothes, tools, implements were strewn around all possible surfaces in the living rooms,

2a I say 'nominally' as Sara's brother stored a great cleal of his things in her ¡oom ancl therefore seemed to have
access into her space whenever he wished, as indicated below in the main text. There was no lock on Sara's
door nor was there actually a handle. A piece of string attached to the top of the door prevented her from
becoming 'locked inside'. This is not to suggest that Sara never demanded to be left alone, butjust to suggest
that, until the end of our acquaintance, I did not see that side of Sara's personality (see chapter 7).
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including the floor.25 Even f,rnding a spare seat was difficult. The main living area, which

led straight into Sara's room, inevitably meant that a great deal of the household clutter

spread itself into that room too.

Two questions emerge immediately from this initial introduction into Sara's family's

domestic sphere. Firstly, if Sara's 'private space' was very much enmeshed into the family

spaces, did she ever attempt to mark off territory of her own? Secondly, if she did, how did

she do this? The two questions are important hrst stages into exploring how each girl

tackled her own perception of the need or otherwise, for privacy.

Sara's Room: Into the dragon's lair

The state of Sara's bedroom was a smaller version of the comfortable clutter that was in

the larger living room; clothes and articles were everywhere. When I arrived on that first
occasion, she seemed completely engrossed in removing some articles from one pile and

placing them in another as though she were in the middle of a giant move or tidy up. The

rearrangement did not produce any more space - just a slightly different perspective. She

had her tape-recorder or radio playing loudly and the perfume of burning incense filling
the room. Her bed was low to the floor and was covered with clothes, articles and papers.

There were several posters and photographs on her wall, many to do with Cirkidz. A large

desk was to the right of her bed and again it was covered with a variety of objects, some

books, clothes, papers and quite alarge television set. To the left of the desk along the left
wall of the room was a chest of drawers and a wooden chair. Every conceivable square inch

of the room, including the floor, was covered in something. During our talk that day,

Sara's brother amicably came into the room without knocking to collect some of his

belongings; his lack of formality suggested that this was a common occurrence.

Ostensibly, as indicated earlie¡ there was no clear demarcation of Sara's area from any one

else's space in the household, apart from the door leading into her room. Yet there were

several ways in which Sara did attempt to carve out 'space to play' for herself,

metaphorically if not physically. Firstly, as did many of the teenagers, she appeared to

make her room symbolically separate from the rest of the house through her particular
choice of decorations on her wall. Although, unlike many of the other teenagers in my

fieldwork, there were no posters of pop or rock stars on Sara's bedroom walls. There were

25 It is important to realise that the limited amount of space dicl not detertnine 'the livecl mess'but rather was
translated in the ideology of Sara's home to mean that such clutter was inescapable. Diane's and Janine's
homes had even less living space but their houses were almost austere in the way clutter and excess were
hidden and controlled.
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however, several posters of Cirkidz events, small photographs of close friends, a huge

poster of the film Chaplin. She said she admired Charlie Chaplin greatly "because he's a

great actor". There was also a collection of magazine photos of Gary Sweet, an older

Australian actor, epitome of the taciturn outback hero. His repeated image was strung

across the room by a small indoor washing line. Above her bed, there was another very

colourful, exotically-draìvn poster of a dragon. Sara said the dragon picture, given to her

by her mother, was Nepalese like herself. It also reminded her of herself when she was

angry, she said. As was the case with Hilary's Lost Foresl, it seemed that here was an

alternative aspect of Sara's potential self that she seemed to want to explore and portray.

She usually presented herself to me as very amicable and rarely ruffled, so apart from this

statement, it was not an aspect of her personality I ever experienced, on or off the camera,

until right at the end of the fifteen months of our friendship.26

Another way Sara marked out her 'territory' was to constantly shift her bedroom furniture

around. Every time I visited I would find that the room looked different. Even in that small

area, the bed or cupboard would be changed around so that the perspective of that whole

space appeared to be completely new. Perhaps, that was what she was actually engaged in,

on the first occasion when I visited her. A third way was the use of what physical space she

did have to create a mental space for her imagination - specifically there was the use of
her bed and the use of the outside balcony that encompassed the house. Sara drew attention

to the importance of her bed through the video camera and through still photographs. When

I looked at these shots, I asked Sara why she had taken the photos:

Gerry

Sara

Gerry

Søru

Okay J can see what this is (the bed). What is intportant about it for ¡,6¡¡l

I spend a grectt deal of tinte there. (Iaughing)

Do you enjo¡' sJ¿¿r¡ng there or is it that ¡,6¡¿ like dreaming - I mean da¡,-

dreaming there?

Yes, I enjoy thinking here. I can be private here.

The balcony was another area that allowed Sara more privacy and "space to think" as she

called it. She would sit outside on a huge chair looking at the surrounding trees, bush land

and sunsets. Sometimes she would eat or read out there. There were several still camera

shots taken by her of the landscape, the sunsets and the chair itself.

A fourth way of carving out private space was one to which I have already alluded. In a

location where physical space was at a premium, Sara seemed to have made an area her

own through 'demanding' a distinctive aural and scented arena. The loud music and

26 See chapter 7
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unusual pungency of the incense filling the physical spaces of her room, \Mere a far cry

from domesticity and conventional adult-hood. Yet at the same time, it is clear that Sara

symbolically carved out her own 'territory' within the domestic arena while guaranteeing

that her 'own space' did not differ greatly from that of the established familial values.

Again, it was pushing the boundaries just so far but no further. Although Sara's parents

were born in Australia they had long been attracted to and practised Buddhism. Their

decision to adopt Sara and her brother from Nepal was part of their expression of love and

attachment for that country and its values. Thus, the incense, the images and photos on her

walls are all perfectly in tune with her adoptive parents' outlook and Buddhist aff,rliations.

Yet, at the same time, there was just enough 'playing' at the borders of these values - the

loud music, the shifting furniture, the freedom to day-dream on her bed or on the balcony

- to allow her to feel she had a room of her own, her own "private space".

I will look now at some other teenagers within their homes before exploring further the

meaning of such behaviour in any depth. I turn in this first stage to Fran, a girl who liked

to mark herself out as 'different'from the 'mainstream'. She liked to resist labelling and

categorisations. She told her audience clearly in her video, "I don't fit into any category.

I've got a bit of this, and a bit of this, and a bit if this!"

Fran's Room: "Yeah! I enjoy being myself!"

In many ways and certainly at hrst sight, Fran's domestic sphere and bedroom space echoed

Sara's. There was more physical space, as her house had more rooms in use, but each room

also had clutter that seemed to spill out into and often sit, almost inappropriately, in other

rooms and spaces. For example, in the hallway I always saw several bicycles, while on the

front porch was an old tattered and ripped sofa and several packing boxes. Fran's home was

not situated in an isolated part of the countryside but was a Victorian 'villa' in an older inner

city suburb. The term villa does not refer to the size of the house but its design. In Australia

it describes a particular type of building common at the beginning of the century. It had a

central corridor that ran from the front of the house to the back with all the rooms running

off this hallway. She lived there with her mothe¡ her younger brother and her mother's

partner. The house was not overly large but the back garden was spacious and was clearly

being used by the family to cultivate plants and vegetables.

Fran's bedroom was where she entertained all of her visitors, including me. We never

stayed in the kitchen to talk, as I did occasionally at Sara's house. If I arrived early at her

house, sometimes before she arrived home, I was invited inside and then left to my own

devices. Her family ignored my presence and seemed, at least on the surface, uninterested

in why I was there. No one made any attempt to engage me in 'polite'conversation unlike
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the situation in Diane's family where, as I noted above, I was expected to have coffee and

chat to the family for sometime whenever I came to the house. I will return to this

difference below. In fact, on one occasion, I was talking to Fran in her bedroom when we

heard someone walking through the house. I was unaware of anyone else at home at the

time, so I asked Fran who it could be. "Oh, that's just my mother," she said casually. Not

long after a female figure \üent past the open door of Fran's room, wrapped in a bath towel,

obviously returning from the shower. I felt awkward and embarrassed but my sense of
unease did not seem to be shared by the rest of Fran's household.

Fran's room itself was a double bedroom, approximately ten feet square. It contained a

double bed, a desk, wardrobe, a smaller cupboard and chair and often another mattress on

the floor for guests 'sleeping over'. As this was a very old house built in the late 1800s, the

ceilings were about fifteen feet high, lending another dimension of spaciousness to this

crowded room. Sometimes there was also an old-fashioned sewing machine attached to a

table, set up in the middle of the room. It seemed that every piece of furniture in that

crowded room was there for its function rather than any aesthetic purpose. Indeed, the

overall effect was one of eclectic 'busyness'or the 'organised clutter'of a workroom. In

other words, in spite of the clutter and perhaps because the room echoed the appearance of
the rest of the house, this room did not feel like a teenager's attempt to move away from

domestication but simply a young person's attempt to use the room for a multitude of tasks.

Both off camera and on, Fran portrayed her room being used for studying, sewing,

drawing, talking alone direct to camera, chatting with friends and partying. In other words,

it was a place for both very quiet contemplation and rowdy fun with friends.

As in the case of Sara's bedroom, Fran's walls also reflected her particular interests and

her attempts to portray and constitute herself symbolically through icons and imagery.

Over most of her wall space were personal photographs of family, friends and herself, her

mother frequently taking centre stage. Fran commented on these photographs several times

in her raw footage; "This is my mum. She is my best friend". On a separate occasion she

announced in voice over, "This is my mum in her 'Hippy'years," as the camera trained on

a close-up shot of her mother taken some twenty years before. Then she added theatrically

"My Mum is brilliant! If she was on sale, she'd be all sold out!"

Juxtaposed with this atmosphere of practical industry, Fran's room, like Hilary's Losl

Forest, was also a haven of fantasy, for it also contained many posters, drawings and

images of wizards, magic and fairies. Fran "firmly believed" in fairies she told me, but her

reasons were whimsical and romantic. "Little children always believe in magic and they

always tell the truth!" she assefted one day - her tone being simultaneously archly self-

mocking and theatrically naive. On another occasion she told me "Of cor,trs¿ I believe in

fairies and so does my mum."
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Grace's Room: Smelly Teddies andViolent Femmes

The third room I want to revisit in this section, was that of Grace. Like Sara, Grace had little

physical space to play with and like Fran and many of the other teenagers, she had to attend

to many domestic duties. In many ways, I felt Grace became the mother of her family unit.

She had a younger brother and had to spend a great deal of her spare time looking after him

while her mother was at work. It was a duty she resented, unlike Diane, who when /¿¿r

mother had to go into hospital, was happy to "play mum for a while".z7 She also seemed to

see herself as emotionally independent of her mothe¡ capable of making all her own

decisions, even though at the beginning of the f,reldwork period she was still living at

home.28 Unlike Fran who seemed to see herself as an equal adult to her mother ("my Mum

is my best friend"), Grace seemed to see herself as parent within her family unit.

Perhaps this was the reason that on the occasion of my first visit to Grace's home she made

sure that no-one else would be present during our discussion. She deliberately arranged our

meeting to be at a time when a friend of her mother would be picking up her younger

brother and when her own mother would be at work. My visit became an official business

meeting carefully timed and organised. My field notes record how Grace introduced me to

her mother's friend as someone who would look after her brother, Matt, for a while. She

then kissed Matt goodbye before sitting down, business-like, at the kitchen table with me

to discuss her film.

If Grace seemed to be very much a 'parent' outside her room, her room itself revealed the

same juxtaposition of child and adult that Fran had portrayed. One of the first things that

Grace decided to record and discuss on video was her collection of toys, squashed together

in an exuberant display on her bookcase shelves. Teddy bears, old dolls, and soft furry

animals were individually and lovingly introduced to the camera.

These are my Smelly Teddies (holding three tin1, to),s up to the camera). The¡, ¡a,rrc

given to me by ry grandmother for my birthday. Thq, s6.¡ have a different smell.

Apart from recording her many toys, Grace also spent a great deal of her footage

attempting to carefully video the adhesive stars on her ceiling and the posters and little
statues of fairies and wizards. Like Fran's room and Hilary's Lost Forest, Grace's bedroom

was full of such icons of romance and magic. And yet interspersed with such romantic

magical visions were images of quite brutal violence. Grace was a fan of music that

'7 Of cou.." a major difference vvas that Diane could see her activity as temporary ('Playittg' mum for a while)
whereas for Grace it was an onerous and on-going situation until she moved out of home.
28 For example, she chose her own high school at the age of twelve, arranging all the enrolment and practical
details including catching two or three buses across town.
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favoured quite a nihilistic stance and aggressive or violent lyrics, and so some of her

posters depicted quite gruesome scenes. For example, her poster of one band called Rage

against the Machine depicted a graphic photograph of a Buddhist priest passively ablaze

after immolating himself as a political protest.

This strange juxtaposition of images of romantic child-like innocence and adult aggression

was further enhanced when Grace talked to me on camera about the drug use of her social

group. She sat facing the camera chatting knowledgeably about the effects of particular

amphetamines or hallucinogenic drugs, carefully selected music of The Violent Femmes

(her favourite group) playing from her tape recorder in the background while,

simultaneously, she hugged her favourite large fluffy toy. The effect for me as an adult

observer was quite disturbing and surreal as I watched the careful balancing of
contradictory worlds without any apparent sense of conflict or irony by the user.

So far, I have provided four brief accounts ofhow four teenagers - Hilary, Sara, Fran and

Grace - attempted to create their own private spaces within their domestic worlds. Note

that there were both similarities and differences in the ways that they creatively marked out

teritories of distinction. For example, all the rooms I have described so far incorporated

romantic images of fantasy and the teenagers primarily focussed on these images when

they made their videos or talked about their rooms. There are three main interrelated ways

in which these dramatic symbolic images of magic can be considered: fantasy as practical

nostalgia, fantasy as New Age Romanticism and fantasy as Seriovts Play and Mimetic

Excess. It is to these three aspects that I turn now, to examine more closely the importance

of such imagery and symbolism.

Fantasy as Prøcticøl Nostalgia

On the one hand, it is obvious that such iconography and aesthetics represented a nostalgic,

idealised return to childhood. If we understand that for many of the teenagers the move into

adulthood represented an ambivalent process that was uncertain and in many ways,

threatening, then such images can be seen to represent a desire for an imagined, idealised

past. Such nostalgia may be more than a desire for something that has passed. It is more

than sentiment. It is embodied and efficacious. Through her fieldwork observations of the

urban Trobrianders who lived in Port Moresby, Debbora Battaglia (1995) noted just such

a practical use of nostalgia.

Nostalgia may in fact be a vehicle of knowledge, rather than only a yearning for

something lost. It may be practisedin diverse ways, where the issues for users become,

on the one hand, attachment of appropriate feelings towards their own histories,
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products and capabilities, and on the other hand, their detachment from - and active

resistance to - disempowering conditions of postcolonial life (Battaglia 1995 77).

Nostalgia, then, in this understanding is not simply longing or an imaginary step back to

another time and place that seems more 'real' or authentic, but an engagement with a

different kind of 'other'that opens up more possibilities. Because it seems a familia4
comfortable 'other', it can reproduce emotions that "open[s] subjects to creative

reconfiguration: nostalgic practice invites self-problematisation" (Battaglia 1995: 93).

Like mimesis, through which nostalgia is often realised, such revisiting of the past offers

the power to reposition the individual with the present. It offers what both Taussig and

Bhabha have called 'slippage' and ambivalence, a temporary step into the subjunctive in

order to reassess the material present.

The discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be

effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference

(Bhabha 1990: 125, cited in Battaglia 1995)

Fantasy as New Age Romanticism

The second, related way that the images of fantasy can be understood is as an aspect of
New Age Romanticism. As I noted previously, stylised, often surreal pictures and posters

of fairies and magical figures prominently decorated many of the girls' bedrooms. These

images were quite sophisticated rather than childlike straightforward representations. In

their pastel colouring and wispy indeterminate outlines the characters in the posters were

very other-worldly, indeed. They were also minimally gendered and in fact, more often,

androgynous in depiction. In my eyes, the figures seemed to be very much linked to a very

commercialised New Age Romanticism of spirituality and other 'otherworldliness' with

their flowing hair and medieval style clothing and ethereal quality. For many of the

teenagers, especially the ones connected with Cirkidz, such aesthetics and ideals were

perfectly in tune with their parents' 'grass-roots' socialist and environmentalist values; the

New Age Movement, like the former Hippy movement of the 1960s, represented a desire

to abandon materialism and embrace a new vision of what appeared to be a universal

communitas (Tumer 1969; Handelman 1990; Schechner 1993).

Of course, fairies have long been associated with young teenagers and childhood but these

teenagers at the age of 13-16 did not see themselves as children but rather as "marginal

beings; those left out from the patterning of society." (Douglas 1969: 95) - or in Allison

James' terms, "nobodies" - too old to be classified as children and too young to be

considered adults (James 1986). One day Claire (15) angrily articulated her perception of
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the paradoxical predicament when she retorted: "They (her parents) are always telling me

to 'grow up' or 'be your age' when they really mean be more adult. But when I want to do

something a bit different, they tell me I am too youngl"

All the teenagers in my fieldwork were young women hovering on the brink of adulthood,

as it were - developing physically and hormonally but emotionally not quite there yet.

Their age and personal circumstances meant that some had far more freedom of movement

and choices than others. The iconography, symbolism and discourses drawn from the New

Age movement and expressed in the posters and drawings that decorated some of their

bedrooms, seemed to allow a certain symbolic bridging between childhood and adulthood

- ways which, I would argue, seemed to permit the teenagers to express and explore this

liminoid stage of their lives. Much of the writing on New Age symbolism in different

contexts has argued that the concept embodies "a self conscious experience of the

indeterminate, the decentred and the transitional...(it)...is a sensibility that deliberately

eludes the chains of definition...seeks to focus attention on process rather than prodrrct"

(Hall1994: 13, emphasis added).

In the bedrooms of many of the participants of my research project, such symbolism very

distinctively lined their walls. The female fairy figures in these posters were all young adults

with long flowing blonde hair and waif-like ethereal bodies in the midst of pastoral forests

and lush, idyllic greenery. As indicated above, complementing such images were usually

many colourful candles, music, incense and often adhesive tiny fluorescent stars on the

ceilings.2e Thus, the magical element in their posters for these individuals seemed to be part

of a much larger representation of fantasy in their bedroom space - a semi-mysterious world

that often seemed to sit uneasily with the newly acquired demands and responsibilities of
imminent adulthood, another aspect of the management of uncertain subjectivities.

Roy'Willis notes the acceptance of "the experiences of ego division, which are so radically

contrary to the Cartesian cultural tradition of a unitary self' (Willis 1994: 18). Music

associated with New Age also reflects the desire to "confuse boundaries" and which

"exhibits the spirit of playfulness, the taste for irony and the penchant for quotation or

textual looting associated with postmodernism" (Hall 1994: 170).30 Other writers have

noted the links of the New Age movement to concepts of "wholeness, spirituality,

relationships, self healing, universal brotherhood and sisterhood, creativity and oneness of
the universe" (Grove Hall 1994: 23). On considering these qualities together with the

multitude of references to idealised childhood in popular music (Neustadter 1994,I994a),

'e Lt."r, again, these particular teenagers - even the ones who attenclecl Cirkictz did not socialise with each
other before we started filming.
30 See chapter 7 for a more cletailecl look at the role of music in self-makrng.
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I would argue that it is important to see the images of fairies and other remnants of
childhood in the teenagers' rooms as not simply being nostalgic but "rooted in particular

forms of ideology that have tended to elevate process over being, the inexplicable over the

rational... The innocent child becomes a vision of psychic and social wholeness in a world

where the self has become problematic" (Neustadter 1994a: 65).

Fantasy øs Serious Play and Mimetic Excess

This brings us to the third aspect of fantasy. A third interrelated way of considering such

iconography is to see it as representing another aspect of mimetic activity and 'serious

play'. The toys, posters, and symbols of fantasy were a practical way of testing out,

"feeling out the ambivalent boundaries" of the present - either through the seemingly

unchanging aesthetics and representations of a romanticised childhood past or through the

fluid, ethereal quality of an idealised (spiritual) future. Either way, the shifting

conceptions of time-space through such symbolism in these bedrooms gave each place the

necessary ambience of "a space to play". Yet, as indicated above, not every girl in my

fieldwork drew upon such romantic 'open' imagery. Many had more restrictions placed

on them directly in terms of the decor of their rooms and therefore also in terms of their

imagination and their play. Sometimes in those situations the symbolism had to be

converted into humour or excess. just as caricature can more freely represent and explore

difference than realistic imagery.

Yet for some teenagers, even this oblique symbolic exploration of self through the decor

of their rooms was not possible. I will turn to three other girls' situations now, as an

illustration of this. These teenagers are Mary, Janine and Claire.

Private Space? What private space?

For Mary and Janine the concept of 'private space' was not the same as that expressed by

some of the other teenagers in my fieldwork; it was not something that they seemed to

think of or express as a right or something that was particularly desirable. For Mary as

described in detail in chapters 2 and3, her small housing trust home was certainly her own

domestic space for a while, as an essential part of the independent living programme. Yet

at the same time, it was hardly space she could claim as solely her own. She opened her

doors to all her friends and acquaintances, many of whom were teenagers who lived on the

street or who were escaping the Law. The fact that it was her 'own' house created a

particular status for her in their eyes and she enjoyed that prestige - even though,

simultaneously, that also brought her some difficulties:
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I reckon I'd be the only friend the1,'v¿ got that's got their own house and pal,ing for
their own bills and I believe the1, 5¡or¡¿ have more extra respect for that. Like the¡,

were visiting their own nxum each day. Parents think the same wa), I do. (Mary,)

In many ways, Mary saw her house as offering her a chance to be a mother. As a product

of numerous foster homes herself and a recipient of foster parenting, in many ways Mary

was demonstrating what she had been taught. She would welcome into her home the young

offenders whom she saw as victims of abuse and trauma, who were unwanted in their own

homes and who would act out their problems on a more public stage.

Sometimes they get ph¡,sical....Most of m¡, friends have got their otvn problems that

the7, try to deal with. The¡, take it out on my house. (Mary,)

When they 'trashed' her house leaving her, in her own words, "with lots of bills and lots of
anger" she would shrug and start again.3l

Mary believed that had she stayed in Papua New Guinea it would have been expected of
her to be married and to have been a mother for many years by this time. She apparently

felt ambivalent about this information which she had gleaned from some friends who were

expatriates; transferring this discourse into her world in Australia was far from simple. On

the one hand, being in Australia gave her a chance to 'run amuck', a space to grow up and

time to be an adolescent as opposed to being an adult.32 This granted a degree of freedom

and licence but brought other problems in its wake. As Barbara Hudson has argued,

adolescence is well-documented as a'masculine' construct. so that adolescence, according

to these discourses, is antithetical to femininity. That means that "any attempt by teenagers

to satisfy themselves qua adolescence, are bound to involve them in displaying not only

lack of maturity (since adolescence is dichotomised with maturity), but also lack of
femininity" (1 984: 35).

On the other hand, being too large, aggressive and the 'wrong size, shape and colour' to

comfortably fit into conventional notions of femininity in her immediate world, meant that

Mary had to seek a different kind of self-making. 'Mothering' gave her this sense of
identity, where currently there was a gap.

3r Fascinatingly, this was expressed in the editing of Mary's film as she ended her film with exactly the same
footage as she began it, a shot of her leaving her house and waiting patiently at the bus stop.
32 As inclicated in chapter 3, Barbara Hudson has argued that female teenagers have to contend with and
negotiate two contradictory public discourses - one of femininity and one of adolescence. The dominant image
of adolescence in literature and the media - scientific / academic as well as popular / fictional accounts is of
a restless youth, one who is immature, a trouble-maker, a searcher for identity and one who is struggling to test
his new physical powers and emotional awareness. These two discourses provide the framework through
which the behaviour of fèmale teenagers is judged and articulated both in professional and public tbrms
(Hudson 1984).
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This is my place: Janine's room

Like Mary, Janine was officially 'in care'. In her case she was living with her foster family

and had been for the past twelve years of her life. Janine's foster family, as herself,

identified as South Australian Aboriginal. It was a warm, close family but run efficiently

and strictly by 'Auntie Rosa' a diminutive Aboriginal woman. In the small housing trust

home, Rosa raised four teenagers (one of whom was her own grandchild) and hosted many

more children and adults who passed through her doors. The house was always full of
family, relatives or other people who could claim and expect hospitality through distant

kinship ties. The result was that the home was very strictly, almost austerely, run rather like

an institution. I am not suggesting that there was no affection in the home, rather that

Rosa's way of maintaining control over the teenagers' behavioulwas to enforce a very

strict regime on the whole household. Each girl shared a bedroom with another but these

arrangements were flexible and sleeping arrangements were reorganised regularly

according to the current state of personal friendships (who was feeling particularly

compatible with whom at that time) and whether there were any visiting relatives who

needed the space.

Partly as a result of this lack of attachment to any particular room, there were very few

decorations on the walls or markings of 'ownership'.In fact the only time I heard Janine

refer to a space as her room at all was when she announced to me one day that "Nana"

was taking her to buy some paint so she could paint her bedroom. The teenagers were all

expected to contribute meaningfully to the household in terms of cooking, cleaning and

looking after the many small children who stayed at the house. They were also expected to

"help Nana" with her various part time jobs, such as rolling up and delivering local

newspapers. Unlike the other homes I had visited, Janine's household had no mental space

for any clutter in its overall plan. I frequently arrived at Janine's home and found all the

teenagers engaged in cleaning, tidying and other house maintenance. Rosa's control of her

teenagers' behaviour and activities extended to their social world as well, of course. Any

outing was strictly controlled by the teenagers having to seek permission before they could

attend. Rosa told me proudly one day that her neighbours had commented on how "good"

and quiet her teenagers were, compared to the teenagers of many of her neighbours. It was

obviously part of her overall strategy to maintain control over their behaviour and therefore

their morality.

All of this seemed reflected in the spaces that Janine introduced to me as her bedrooms

over the time of my fieldwork. Although, as did many of the other teenagers, she talked on

video in and about her room, it was not a monologue alone to the camera. Her sister, her

friends and her tiny cousin were included in that section, often looking extremely formal

and uncomfortable. So, unlike the openly playful sections of Diane's or Fran's videos,
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there were no such lighrhearted portrayals of 'having fun' in Janine's bedroom. On and off
camera, the room always looked immaculate. Carefree play was reserved for the garden or

outside the home - in other words, not in "Nana's House".

I am not suggesting that all the Aboriginal homes that I entered during the course of my

fieldwork were like Janine's. Some were far less controlled by an adult and some like

Wanda's, were so overwhelmingly full with family members that there was no way that the

teenagers could even conceive of a parlicular physical or mental space that could be

regarded as just theirs. The teenagers constituted their sense of seli in this situation,

through being far more centred on being part of the economic household (as mother, child

carer or co-worker) than believing that they could need or demand a space of their own.

Don't be Such a Child! Clsire's Room

Claire's room seemed the antithesis of Fran's or Sara's for it was always when I saw it, on

and off the camera, exceptionally tidy and neat. Furthermore, where Hilary's room, which

was also extremely ordered, had been utilitarian in its focus on scholarship, Claire's room

seemed only to emphasise an old-fashioned, feminine appearance. The dressing table, the

bed and the window were all decorated with white and pink lace and flounces, extremely

feminine and neo-Victorian or neo-Colonial in style. There were no posters of teenage rock

or sport stars on Claire's walls. There was a framed picture of James Dean, an old-

fashioned framed picture of a little girl and several small toys on a shelf. The only

distinctive symbolic indication of Claire's exuberant personality at all was a colourful

poster that spelt out her name.

Claire's parents were immigrants from Zimbabwe. They had come to Australia several

years previously but spoke a great deal of the difficulties of migration and the aspects of
life that they found problematic or contradictory in Australia. One such concern that they

often spoke about to me was the 'lack of discipline' in the schools and in the family home

compared to South Africa. They seemed concerned that their two teenagers were not

receiving enough structure or direction in their teenage lives.

In contrast to this view of the need for more external control, Claire herself seemed barely

able to suppress the excessive animation and exuberance she exuded. Out of the home,

which was where I first met her, she bubbled over in conversation and enthusiasm, each

sentence barely being finished before she began the next.33 At one point in one of our

conversations, she told me that she was far more self-controlled at home compared to

33 As described in chapter 2
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school or when she was with her friends. I laughed and exclaimed that in our talks together

I had never seen her totally self-controlled or quiet. She grinned at me and replied that I
had no idea how dffirent she was at school: "Oh my God! (there) I'm a bag of beans!"

Like Kate, described in Chapter 3, Claire also seemed to need to express her personality

and love of living through her sheer physicality. However, whereas Kate was permitted to

behave in a less adult manner in her home, Claire was not. If Kate could have a

conversation with me on her head or hanging upside down from a tyre, Claire was very

strictly kept in check by her parents about what she wore, how she behaved and what she

did. Most of Claire's surplus energy, in fact, was 'controlled' by her addiction to sport,

particularly hockey. Her father was the school coach and a great deal of her raw footage

recorded games where she was playing and her father was calling out instructions from the

side lines. Seemingly anxious to achieve his praise and meet her own high standard, Claire

was extremely competitive and ambitious. Away from the sports field, her sense of
competition and leadership was revealed in her determination to be school captain and to

be involved in other committees and youth groups. As the elder of two teenagers she was

also expected to take such responsibility within the home and be an good example to her

younger sister. However, in the home, her natural exuberance and vivacity seemed to be

read by her parents as excessive. In their eyes, she was expressing inappropriate

childishness and irrespon sibility.

For the hrst half of my fieldwork, my conversations with Claire in her home all took place

in her family room in front of her family. These were awkward and uncomfortable times as

no accommodation was given to tbe fact that we were trying to talk about her film or might

want to look at her footage in private. Because Claire did not want to share her raw footage

with her family, at that stage we rarely watched her video in that context. Her father would

often be working on a computer in the same room. Her sister might be watching television

and her mother would be cooking and listening to our conversation in the attached kitchen

area. Sometimes our discussion would be intemrpted by her mother who would talk to me

about Claire in the third person as though she were not there. Quite understandably, in

contrast to my telephone conversations with Claire or in situations outside her home, here

the teenager seemed relatively subdued and awkward. The effect, much to my intense

frustration, as I indicated above, was to position me as a visiting adult or teacher rather than

someone who was trying to form a relationship with the teenager herself.

However, one day on the suggestion of Claire's mothe¡ Claire and I started to use her

bedroom for our discussions. That week, her mother had come to see me at home.

Concerned about what she saw as Claire's "developing secrecy" and seeing me as someone

who was working with several female teenagers, she asked my advice. She had wanted to

see Claire's footage but Claire refused to let her. I pointed out that that was part of the
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arrangement that I had with the teenagers in terms of their own freedom to film when and

what they liked. I assured her that it was not that the footage was necessarily sensitive but

that Claire was wanting to explore ideas by herself so that she could decide what she

wanted to keep in the video and what she wanted to remove from her final edit. I pointed

out that it was quite difficult for Claire and I to really talk about her video ideas in the

context of the family room with the usual family activities going on around us. "Perhaps

you should talk in her room," her mother then suggested. "Then you can find out if she is

in trouble or worried about something."

It was clear that Claire's mother saw the video activity as potential surveillance; on the one

hand it was threatening as it could be the family that was being scrutinised. On the other,

it was useful in her eyes, as it could be a potential me ans of keeping a check on her teenage

daughter. From that day on, after her mother's suggestion, Claire and I had our discussions

in her bedroom and she did some filming there. It could still hardly be regarded as 'a

private space'. If Claire wanted to talk about her social life - even when the content of
her discussion seemed totally uncontroversial in my eyes - she would turn up her radio

in order to mask her voice. On one occasion, when Claire decided to hlm a direct-to-

camera segment, her father began to chop wood outside her window. Her voice was almost

drowned out by the constant noise, even though she asked him to stop for a few minutes.

The neatness and decor of Claire's room then begins to make sense in this familial context.

Most of the decor in her room was chosen by her mother. The only item that stood out from

the frills and flounces of the furbishments, the dolls, soft toys and neo-Victorian feminine

style, was the fore-mentioned poster of the 1960s film star, James Dean. I asked about this

one day, wondering about Claire's particular fandom of the star. After all, he was not a star

who was commonly seen on television or the cinema screen. "No! I'm not a fan," Claire

replied with a laugh in answer to my query. "I just found the poster in a shop so I decided

to buy it."

I pointed out that there probably had to be an element of choice in her decision. Were there

other posters there? After all, I persisted, there might have been a poster of Madonna in the

shop as well as James Dean, so what made her decide to choose that one? Claire looked

at me as though I were insane. "I wouldn't have a picture of a girl on my wall," she

exclaimed. "People would think I'm a lesol"

Such a declaration brings to the fore the consideration of habitus.In the microworlds of
Fran, Sara and Grace there would be less pressure to conform and less concern that such

pictures would imply something about their sexual orientation. For Claire such a possible

interpretation of her choice of decor could do just that and would be against her family

values and self representations. Perhaps that is also an explanation of Hilary's Lost Forest.
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V/ith Hilary, and yet in a different way from others such as Diane, the imagination is
carefully contained within acceptable limits. Let us return again to Diane's room where we

visited earlier. Now we can start to see how Diane's symbolic boundaries were very

carefully drawn indeed. Her bedroom was far more than simply an arbitrary reflection of
a teenager's personal taste in music, fashion and style.

Return to Díane's private space in context

As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, Diane began her video with a close reflexive

look at her bedroom which she called, "My own private space where I can do literally what

I want to." As she filmed she talked in voice-over about how her room indicated and

reflected her interests and "obsessions" (her own word). She zoomed the camera lens into

the name plate on her door and on to some old photos on her dressing table of herself at

three and then at six, "at my mum's second maniage". She focused on the posters of Peter

André, Michael Jackson and other male pop stars whose photos decorated her whole wall

space and then panned the room to show her video and CD collection of their music clips.

As indicated in chapter 2 and at the beginning of this chapter, her room was quite small,

painted and decorated in pink and white. It had numerous soft fluffy toy animals and pretty

china ornaments but she did not comment on these aspects with either the camera or with
her accompanying verbal observations - they seemed a 'natural' part of her world,

something she took for granted. Instead, she used the camera to establish berself as "a
really big fan" of her favourite musicians. She set up her tape recorder to play their songs

as background music as she filmed, turning down the volume at a strategic point so that

she could then articulate her feelings of fandom.

This very space of the domestic which allows more flexibility of behaviour can also

constrain, as the discourse of femininity is often cemented in the home. Often, the

domestic sphere is an area where domestic obligation and responsibilities such as

household chores and baby-sitting, are enacted mainly by women. Often, too, the home is

a place where very specific confining discourses of femininity are articulated and enacted.

Then the growing female teenager may be in a double bind. Out of the home she may be

constrained by fear ofpersonal safety. In the home she is constrained by another paradigm

of acceptable femininity - domestic obligation and what it means to be a woman and a

nurturing female. Her search for a gender neutral space - if such a place exists - is

particularly difficult.

As Diane was not allowed to travel by public transport by herself or even with some of her

friends, she spent a great deal of her spare time at home. She loved teenage soap operas
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llke Neighbours, Home ancl Away, Heartbreak High, Beverley Hills 90210 and Melrose

Place, which she usually watched alone in her room on her own television. Her step-father

and brother 'benevolently' tolerated but simultaneously verbally derided her media tastes.

The gender roles in her family were very strictly defined and a very specific form of
gendered identity was a constant topic of discussion. Even though finances were difficult,

as her father was unemployed, the mother's role as house-keeper was considered

paramount. Diane herself was described to me by her parents as outgoing, sensible,

domesticated and hard-working but perhaps too conscientious as far as school work was

concerned; she was lauded and portrayed as an academic child, an 'A student, in contrast

to the way in which her brother and most of her friends were discussed. Yet it was not

considered particularly desirable for Diane to go on to tertiary studies. Rather Diane

modelled herself along very traditional feminine lines, taking over the domestic routine

when her mother was ill, "being Mum for a while", or looking after her brother who was

older than she was.

Sharply delineated gender roles were constantly reinforced in family conversations. I was

told of her brother's boss who continually "humiliated" the boys at work by calling them

"hopeless girls". There were concerned, anxious family conversations around the kitchen

table about teachers or students who were rumoured to be homosexual. Diane would

frequently be teased by her brother and her father about Peter André whom they said

"looked like a poof'. She herself was described by her parents through numerous little

anecdotes (usually while she was in the room and part of the conversation) as extremely

attractive. I was told how she got "special treatment" in shops from boys. On one occasion

her mother related to me how she had gone to visit Diane when she was working at the

florist's, her part-time job for a while, to bring her some dinner at the shopping centre.

" I asked for a steak sandvvich for Diane at the shop and there 'rvas a ),oung bo¡, ¡¡"r","
her ntother told nte. "He said'l know Diane. I know her brother"'. Her mother put

on a mock coy voice imitating the bo7,. "'l'll bring it to her yvhen it's ready.'Then he

asked 'Does Diane take ma),onnaise on her steak sandtvich?' I was having a

sandtvich too but he didn't ask nte if I wanted maTtoylno¡t, on my sandwich."

The world outside the house was drawn for me in family discussions as morally lax,

dangerous and violent. Most of Diane's acquaintances and school friends were described

as being risk-takers and potentially anti-social because they drank and took drugs. The

teenagers were 'backstabbers' and their behaviour was promiscuous. Her mother

frequently talked about Helen, a girl we already met dancing and mimicking in the video

taken in Diane's bedroom. Helen, it seemed, was the disreputable daughter of her old

friend. She had 'stolen' Diane's former boyfriend; she had dropped out of school; she had

been before the coutts on a dangerous assault charge; they suspected she was pregnant as
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she had been talking about getting engaged to her current but relatively recent boyfriend.

Boyfriends were always represented as difficult conquests that had to be held on to like

property or possessions. Boyfriends were also the means of cultural capital or status in

Diane's world. She complained to me wistfully one day that "It's not fair. Helen seems to

get as many boyfriends as she wants."

So in the discursive context of Diane's immediate social world it seems that what the

teenager didhave, in her "own private space", was the freedom to engage in 'safe'teenage

fantasies as circtunscribed by her familial situation. Despite Diane's own stated beliefs

that this meant she could do "literally what I want to", it was not in fact a complete freedom

to experiment. Firstly, her room reflected and reinforced her familial values about idealised

lüomen and a romanticised femininity. As indicated above, her room was crowded with the

traditional trappings of stereotypical girlhood. Her whole room ,was pink. She had many

soft toys, small pretty ornaments as well as her many posters of male pop stars. The fact

that her room was only decorated with male stars was also significant. Like Claire in her

world, to constitute herself firmly within female and feminine culture, as it was defined in

her immediate world, there could be no hint or suggestion that she identified with female

stars or models in case this was interpreted by family or outsiders as a sexual orientation.

In Diane's home environment, judging by those intensive conversations around the kitchen

table, this would be unthinkable and certainly unsayable.

Conclusion: Moving into the public

In this chapter, I have examined the spaces which the teenagers in my fieldwork

experienced as their own familial (and familiar) spheres. I began by placing these homes

in the wider cultural complexity of the meaning of Place and Space. I drew together the

significance and role of place in the process of play and the constitution of self. I argued

that play is a negotiaton of space since space itself is a manifestation of power-relations

and play is an integral aspect of self-making, However, such an understanding is

complicated by the different understandings that each girl had of her own microworld and

her own place within it. For some, these domestic arenas and their own bedrooms within

the home, were desribed as their "own private space", a place where they believed they

could experiment and explore other possible selves. This belief was reflected in the decor

of their bedrooms and the posters on their walls or it was manifested in the contents of their

diaries, their cupboards and even in their videos themselves. For other teenagers, this kind

of privacy was not possible or contemplated as 'desirable'. The home was a place where

experimentation outside of that discursive sphere was limited. In the home, certainty

reigned, manifested by an adherence to a particular expression of values and behaviour that

was naturalised.
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Either way, I have argued that for each young woman the concept of privacy was relative

and symbolically bound by what her family and immediate social networks considered

appropriate and 'normal'in their world. One girl may believe she truly has a 'private space'

in spite of the fact that she has no desire or expectancy of experimenting with 'alternative

selves'. In each case, for each girl, I argue that the'individual'selves they attempted to

reflect by the choices of decor in their rooms, reinforced familial values rather than

challenged them.

If serious play was in fact contained by symbolic boundaries inside the home, we are left

with the question of what experimenting and playful activity occurred in other kinds of
spaces, such as the street, the shopping mall, the school and the dance club. How was

privacy conceived of outside the home? How was serious play and self-making explored

in the spaces that we understand as more 'public'. In these (apparently) more inclusive

places, the activities of self-making could paradoxically be sometimes more daring and

more dramatic. Paradoxically, because of course arenas that are conceived of as more

'public' also permit greater anonymity - they can enable greater 'private' space to play.

These 'private' activities of the 'space-invaders' in the more 'public' realms will now be

explored in more detail.
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CHAPTER 5

(PUBLIO SPACE INVADERS

The sense of one's place, as the sense of what one can or cannot 'allow oneself'

implies a tacit acceptance of one's position, a sense of limits ('that's not meant for

us') or -what amounts to the same thing-a sense of distances, to be marked and

maintained, respected, and expected of others (Bourdieu l99l:235).

We don't meet there. That's where the Townies meet (Grace)

Introduction: Public Space? Whose Public Space?

In the previous chapte¡ I explored the way the young women in my research negotiated

'privacy' within their domestic realms. I argued that for some of the girls, there was very

little negotiation of private space for the "serious play" of self-making. Sometimes this

was partly because of the limited physical room in their homes, as in the situation of
Janine, Sara or Diane. Howeve¡ more importantly, this ability to experiment or to negotiate

private space, could be encouraged or hindered through the symbolic boundaries of the

(gendered) familial and familiar value systems of that micro-world. Far more powerful

than any physical containment of space, the self-perception and self-surveillance of what

was or what was not considered appropriate and acceptable, what was or was not

questioned and questionable in their worlds, limited and constrained the form and the

propensity of 'play'.

Such experimentation was 'managed'relatively easily within the home by these often tacit

value systems, yet paradoxically, the constraining framework for many of the young

women in my fieldwork, had far more chance of 'slippage' in the more public spheres.

Paradoxically, because we usually talk of people being able to 'be themselves' and relax

their more formal codes of behaviour within the home space as opposed to the more public

arenas. Paradoxically also, in that I argue that it is the relative anonymity of the 'street'

and other areas away from the domestic that gave some teenagers in my research more

opportunity to "step into the subjunctive" in the process of their continual self-making.

The concept of 'the street' is a complex one for I am not suggesting here that the street has

an intrinsic meaning separate from the social and cultural meanings which emerge through

bodily praxis. This notion is more fully developed and discussed below.
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In the case of teenagers considered as a generic grouping, it is important to realise that

because of their relatively young age and low social status, the appropriation of any "private

space" anywhere is gained only with diffrculty. In this chapte¡ I look specifically at some

of the ways in which that "space to play" was negotiated in the more public locales. I argue

that the degree to which the girls felt they could'pIay'in a more public space, their ability

and will to do so, was closely aligned to each girl's micro-social grouping. As indicated

earlier in this thesis, this ability to redefine and negotiate personal space and spatial

relationships is 'a political power' (Moore 1986: 89) and therefore, as one might expect, it
is linked directly to conventional divisions of power and social hierarchies, such as gender,

class and ethnicity. I begin by re-examining the nature of public space, in this light, in order

to tease out the complexities and paradoxes of appropriating private space in more public

realms. From there, I will examine more closely the manifestation of this 'political power'.

The Myth of 'Public'Space

On the surface, the concept of 'public' space seems far more straightforward than the

notion of the 'private'. Certain geographical places, like shopping malls, city streets, parks

and public gardens are considered to be accessible to everyone, but in actuality, no space

is automatically inclusive. Many areas which appear to be welcoming to all, within official
discourses, are simultaneously understood by many to be symbolically bounded. To

paraphrase George Orwell's famous comment, just like people, some spaces are (perceived

as) more 'equal' than others. Recognisable categories of social 'ordering' and related

status, such as age and gender, impose further (symbolic) boundaries on who is

recognisably welcome in particular places and who is not.r Frequently, these symbolic

categories are intertwined several fold, so that age, gender, 'ethnicity'and 'social class'

overlay each other like plastic transparencies adding a new layering of perspective.

In my research, for example, I quickly perceived that the Aboriginal teenage girls had a very

different experience of the city and other public institutions than their more privileged non-

Aboriginal peers. In some ways, while that experience meant more probability of being

hassled by the police or other authority figures, sometimes it also could mean more licence.

These girls often expressed the view, in passing remarks and disparaging comments, that for

I As a chilcl growing up in Manchester Englancl in the early sixties, I experienced antisemistism firsrhand.
Sometimes, it was relatively subtle. The membership of the tennis club at the end of my street was 'known' to
be restricted only to Christians. In my Jewish community the information was widely circulated that this club
would not admit Jews as members. Far from being something that was openly protested, the adults tutted,
shrugged and warned their children not to play there for fear of embarrassment. On the gate of the club was a

different signl "No dogs allowed". In my head quite obviously the two prohibitions, one overt and one tacit,
were linked. Even as a teenager when I did 'defiantly' play at the club with a non-Jewish friend who was a

member, I still felt of course that I was there illegitimately. I played nervously, with my head down and avoided
eye contact with any of the older, established members,
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the police they represented Aborigínal Youth rather than (Aboriginal) teenage girls.2

Similarly, Mary from Papua New Guinea seemed to reflect the wider observation that she

was a troublesome leenager rather than a difficult girl.Perhaps then, categorised by police

or other authority figures as Yotûh rather than female, while under more overt surveillance,

simultaneously these girls felt they could be more assertive, more aggressive in public.

Perhaps this was also why some of these same female groupings had appropriated, to some

extent, the ways that their male friends and relatives took over the city spaces and so in fact

had themselves more confidently gained access to more 'public' locales.3

Most of the girls from Anglo-Australian backgrounds behaved quite differently from the

Aboriginal girls in these arenas. They seemed to adhere to the conventional understanding of
women's more limited presence in public areas. In most culh-rres, as part of the social

hierarchy of bodies within that particular micro-world, it is widely acknowledged that women

tend to be granted less access to public spaces of status, knowledge and power than their male

counterparts (Spain 1992; Ardener 1993; Massey 1994). 'When women are present in public

life, they tend to be those who "are not yet, or have ceased to be, child-bearing, thus lacking

the defining criterion that 'specif,res'them as women" (Ardener 1993: 8). In other words, as

very young or very old women, they become 'generic', being granted temporary status as

'men' within that world because they are "non-women" (Hastrup 1978). In many societies

and in many eras, the exclusion of women's bodies in what has been designated 'men's space'

is effected through a number of social practices and discourses that contribute to women's

restriction of movement. As Ardener (1993) notes, such means as foot-binding, tighr
corseting and high heels prevented women from being physically active and therefore

curtailed, not only their own physical movement but made them dependent on more

mechanical means of transpotl. If simultaneously, ideologies or social practices prevent

women from having knowledge or access to these other forms of transport (such as driving a

car, riding bicycles or horses) then their ability to venture into spaces outside the home is

severely curlailed.

Restriction is frequently 'managed' through less obvious other ideologies too. These

include: \üomen being regarded as being main or sole child-carers or having the main

responsibilities for the aged in their society; women being regarded as 'naturally'

emotionally or physically'frail'; women being regarded as particularly at risk and

vulnerable to attack or rape if they venture into public domains especially at night; women

'This i. a fascinating observation by the girls, whether supportable by material circumstances or not, since
within their own communities, their gender was paramount. As we saw in chapter 3 with Janine's concern over
Kena's behaviour, any deviance from what was considered appropriate female attitudes and orientations within
their own social circles, was decidedly feared and reviled.t It was of course, still a cliffe¡ent experience again from their Aboriginal brothe¡s or male relatives. From
within the wider grouping of Aboriginal Youth, of course, they were considered, and considered themselves, as

less powerful and more vulnerable because they were female, as described in chapter 3.
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being required to cover up or enclose their bodies in order to discourage a physical or'

verbal attack - such practices render women physically or symbolically invisible. In all

cases, the overall effect of such control is managed by the power of symbolic boundaries

that underlie the more overt physical constraints.a

Yet, as indicated above, the messages that most young women receive in contemporary

Australia are paradoxical for, at the same time, age, ethnícíty and class complicate the

issue. On the one hand, in many situations, pre-pubescence renders a child effectively

non-gendered and therefore in some ways grants her more licence to 'play' within

traditionally gendered social practices; so, little boys can dress up in their mother's

clothes and jewellery and little girls can be 'tomboys' and physically active.s Both sexes

at a young age can wander into areas where, when they are older, their access would be

limited or denied.6

However, the reaching of pubescence indicates the arrival at a more clearly and publicly-

recognised genderecl status. Appropriate (gendered) behaviour is taught and encouraged

in most familial homes, according to what is deemed 'right' and appropriate for that

particular cultural viewpoint. For most of the young women in my fieldwork that meant,

on the one hand, a greater freedom of movement, an awareness of possibilities and

expectations - hence the eagerness to embrace the status which comes with advanced age.

Magazines and other media help circulate prevailing and contradictory discourses

concerning the excitement and desirability of sexual experimentation at earlier and earlier

ages. I noted in chapter 3, how such sexual precociousness was demonstrated by the older

children to the younger on the local dance floor.

On the other hand, for many of the teenage girls in my research an imposition of
responsibilities and new layers of restrictions came with an increase in years. This was

certainly the case with Diane, Grace, Fran and Janine. They, like many other girls their age,

were expected to take over a greater proportion of the domestic chores and the child-care

of younger siblings (Deem 1989; Henderson 1991). Secondly, in a similar way to the

a Vulnerability to unwanted sexual attentions or to sexual attack by acquaintances or strangers was a very real
concern of all the young women in my research. It was part of the circulating discourses amongst themselves
based on real life experiences, second-hand anecdotes, fìctional representations in magazines, television
programmes and frlms and on media accounts and warnings. See Fran's story in chapter 3.
s At the same time, littÌe girìs are subject to a particular kind of scrutiny and projection in popular media texts
in ways that little boys are not. As Valerie Walkerdine argues "there is an erotically-coded and ubiquitous gaze
at the little eirl" (199'7:3).
6 Accorcling to Orthodox Jewish practices men and women are strictly segregated in Synagogue so that the
women sit upstairs or at least physically separate from the men. Small children up to the age of twelve are free
to wander between their parents wherever they are sitting. In a more mundane, 'multicultural' example, little
boys are often taken into the female toilets or fitting rooms with their mothers/female carers in shopping
centres. This is obviously partly for convenience and safety, as again, small children are usually considered
primarily the responsibility of a woman. The boys' presence is accepted or tolerated by other women in these
spaces until the child reaches pre-pubescence or slightÌy younger.
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young women in Christine Griffin's 1982 study, all the girls in my research also seemed to

see themselves as needing to provide leisure for men "through (hetero)sexual and

emotional servicing" (cited in Griffin 1993: 153). Over the time of the fieldwork, Diane

frequently talked about "looking after" her current boyfriend through buying or making

him clothes, cooking meals and "nursing" him when he was sick. Even Grace, who was

far more independent and came to share a flat with her one of her boyfriends, took over

most of the domestic tasks within that household.

There was, simultaneously, more discussion in the home about the need for the girls to
protect themselves from attack by dressing modestly or taking 'other' precautions against

such dangers, as they became older.T This paradox that is inherent in such gendered

positioning - that of being simultaneously inside and outside of society, and having to

take one's place in the public sphere only as a transgressor, has of course been extensively

researched from both feminist and post-colonial perspectives.s Drawing upon these

insights, it is time to consider what it meant specifically for the young women in my

research from both Anglo-Australian and 'non-white' backgrounds, to negotiate these

paradoxes. How did they manage the difficulties of being in public spaces in their everyday

experiences through their bodily praxis?

Firstly, it is clear that for all of the girls, advanced age meant that the home was no longer

satisfying as a place in which to socialise with friends. This was, of course, also true for
their teenage male relatives and the other boys in their familial and social circles. Even on

quite straight-forward physical terms, an adolescent body takes up far more room, makes

more noise and requires more area than does a small child. In addition, lack of physical

space, lack of 'privacy' and the obvious connection with childhood and protection, renders

the domestic sphere far from being a place where the girls could easily experiment with
'alternative selves', as detailed in the previous chapter. Yet, their relatively young age and

their mainly unemployed or low-paid status meant that they were without independent

financial means and therefore had few places where they could congregate with friends

outside the home. Simultaneously, as indicated above, their (female) pubescent status

meant that they were the particular target of overt, circulating discourses and moral panics

concerning their sense of, and pleasure in, their developing sexuality. Altogether this was

an explosive mix. In this light and in terms of "private space" meaning "negotiating space

to pLay", as indicated in the previous chapter, many of the young people I met through my

7 I am not overlooking the fact that the categorisation ofYouth byage has its problems. Ageing is a social
process of course and not simply biological - not all people who are youthful are young and not all young
people are youthful in manner, outlook, playfuìness, or energy. See, for example, Berger (1971) for one
attempt at a 'defining'American list of characteristics of Youth. See Helena Wulff for her insightful critique
(r 995).
8 Th" li.t is endless of course but theorists I found particularly pertinent to my study are: Minh-ha 1989; Moore
1988, 1994; Rosaldo 1974;Ortner 1996 and Ortner & Whitehead 1981.

159



fieldwork certainly seemed to feel they had "no space of their own" (White 1990; Willis
1990). Of all my experiences during my fieldwork, none seemed to illustrate this more

clearly than the Blue Light disco. It is to this I tum now.

No Smoking, Drinking or Fornication!

In previous chapters I described how some of my research time was spent as a volunteer

with police atthe BIue Liglzr discos. These dances, organised by the police, were promoted

as safe places for young people to congregate and spend time together. Their ulterior
pu{pose, as quietly stated to me several times by different members of the constabulary, was

to get young people "off the streets and out of trouble". The dances were often held in what

normally would be viewed as totally incongruous locales, such as men's Returned Services

League halls or Bowling Club halls. Because the events were held once a month, the rooms

could only be decorated in a perfunctory fashion so as not to interfere with their usual

appearance. Usually a silver rotating ball near the ceiling, some dry ice for special dramatic

effect and flashing lights were added on the night by the itinerant disc jockey to render the

room a little more festive.e However, the cold wooden floors, the folding wooden chairs

(not too many, to prevent too many people sitting down) lined the room and the many

photographs of the Queen or the presidents of the club peered down proprietorially at the

young occupants. The material and symbolic panopticon was everywhere (Foucault

1977, 1980).

When I first offered my services as a voluntee¡ I was interviewed by the head of the special

unit who was in charge of Blue Light events. A kindly, middle-aged man, he obviously

cared about, as he put it, the problem of 'Juvenile offending", giving freely of his own time

to help organise these dances. One of his regular volunteers was Bert, a quite literally
'battle-scarred' former offender, now in his sixties, who had become a good friend and

admirer of this police sergeant. Bert was not only present at the discos to help with the

organisation and discipline but also to provide continual warnings and testimonials to the

young people as to what could happen to them rn pnson.

At my first interview, the police sergeant told me what were the expected standards of
behaviour of the young people attending: once inside the hall the young people had to stay

n The DJ's or Disc Jockeys were hirecl by the Blue Light Committee according to price ancl their selection of
music. The music was rarely played live by a band. Rather the disc jockey would bring in a selection of records
or CDs and play these during the night. This selection would be chosen deliberately to appeal to a broadly-
based younger audience so they would be exclusively drawn from a light, non-offensive pop dance music base.
Unlike the Raves or the comme¡cial dance clubs that I attended, the disc jockeys at these events were
considerably older than their clientele. They did not have the cult following that the Rave DJ's had, as

described below and in chapter 7. Indeed, at many of Ihe Blue li6lrt discos that I attended the DJ was actually
the mother of one of the fifteen year old boys attending the dance.
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until the end, there were no 'pass-outs' as there were in the City dance clubs and Raves.r0

There were to be no weapons, no drugs, no smoking and no alcoholic beverages, he said.

To ensure this, the bags and pockets of all young people entering the hall would be

carefully checked. Girls were the worst offenders, I was warned, as they would use their
"feminine wiles" to smuggle in forbidden substances in their bags. My foremost task, as

an adult volunteer, was to ensure these rules were adhered to. Furthermore, I was to patrol

the room to separate any young people "coupling together". Above all, he emphasised, I
was to make sure that "there was to be no fornicationl" I was so amazed at this last

stipulation that I asked him to repeat what he'd said. Apparently, one had to carefully

watch the dark corners of the room.ll

Perhaps because of all of these restrictions, and certainly, after personally attending several

of these discos, I could not honestly understand the attraction for the young people

themselves. I thought the dances unbelievably dull and often I found myself counting the

minutes until they ended, in spite of the rich ethnographic material they offered. The

dances were usually held in materially underprivileged areas of high unemployment.

While free buses were often provided to encourage children from one area to attend a

dance in another, the police frequently complained that far too few children seemed to take

up the opportunity of that transport. Yet the amazing aspect of all this for me was that the

young people, however they arrived at the venues, queued up to get into the Blue Light
discos. On more than one occasion, I learnt that a number of young men were waiting

anxiously in those queues outside the doors ofthe discos. These were toughened teenagers

who had been in trouble with the Law, formally reprimanded on more than one occasion

for shop-lifting, stealing, mugging or vandalism. As part of their punishment they would

be barred from attending a dance for several months. Yet these same young people who

had often spent time in the Juvenile Detention Centre, would stand outside the hall all night

pleading with the police officers staffing the doors, to let them inside.r2

When I asked the teenagers themselves why they liked to come to the discos, they replied

that their friends were there. When I inquired further (for after all, such an answer is rather

circular) the young people would shrug and say "what else is there to do?" Finally, still

dissatisfied with the response, I asked one of the younger police officers why the children

wanted so desperately to come inside. Surely they would have more enjoyment and could

r0 A pass-out - usually effected by an ultraviolet lightsensitive stamp on the hancl - is a licence to come
and go from the venue during the night after the client has paid her entrance fee. This plays an important
socialising function in commercial dance clubs, as indicated below in the main text.ll I was hopeless at such surveilìance I dìscoverecl. My heart was not in it. One of the other volunteers was a

rather older mothe¡ who would intimidatingly patrol the hall representing a caricature of a stage policeman,
hands holding a plastic ruler like a baton behind her back. My police supervisor told me one day that this
mother "was a natural". I resigned myself to being hopelessly inadequate in the task!
r2 See chapter 7 for the related account of J.D.'s night at the disco.
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met their friends somewhere else? The officer shrugged. "Where else can they go to meet

their friends?" she answered. The two answers together demand a closer look at youth

access to, and use of, public spaces before we explore its further implications.

Youth ønd. Access to Public Space

At first sight, both young men and women seem to be clearly visible in public locations.

A casual visit to any city shopping mall or suburban shopping centre would reveal that

there seem to be many teenagers wandering fairly aimlessly around, often in groups of
two, three or more. Some years ago it was a common and quite comical sight in
Adelaide's commercial centre to see piles of school bags heaped up outside some of the

fashion boutiques after school, as the teenage girls would met their friends and go

'window shopping'.ì3 However, a closer look reveals some qualifications to the

apparent freedom of movement. Firstly, if, as Connell has argued, the street can be

understood as an institution, a social milieu like others in society, we can also assume

that it is subject to the same boundaries of "gender relations as the family and the state.

It has a division of labour, a structure of power and a structure of cathexis" (1981 : 134).

A great deal of 'work' is done in the street - child-care, shopping, policing, selling,

driving - work that is also clearly socially hierarchical and gendered. Inevitably then,

the street may also be widely perceived as a place where the same power relations are

enacted as elsewhere. It can be a scene of a great deal of intimidation for the least

powerful, "from low level harassment to physical manhandling and rape" (Connell

1981:132). In this way, money, power and social status can influence who feels

confident to walk openly in the street and who has constantly to negotiate the

legitimacy of their presence.

Teenagers frequently dress less affluently or less conservatively than most of the older

people around them and often wander around in larger groups. These two factors alone are

enough to render them both intimidating and suspect to other members of their wider

community. Their numbers, their noise and their dress, attracting attention from people

with more authority and the means of surveillance, are perceived as a threat to order and

control. Frequently, for example, even during the day, in the city streets and in the main

shopping malls, young people who are clectrly seen to be not purchasing, are moved on by

the police and security guards. At one time in my fieldwork, when I 'cruised' one of the

r3 The fact that it is no longer a common sight is perhaps due to the relatively recent efforts by the Adelaicle
City Council to 'clean up the mall'. There certainly has been a 'crack down' to prevent too many buskers, limit
shop-lifting and petty crime and attempt to restrict the non-purchasing public in the shopping mall through a
greater police presence and increased security,
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larger outer suburban shopping centre with some outreach youth workers, we stopped for

a coffee in one of the many cafes. We stayed for a considerable period even though few of
us actually had purchased a drink there. One of the youth workers pointed out to me that

we could perform a simple action like this because, by our appearances, we were clearly

adult. The teenagers doing the same thing would be regarded as suspect and quickly

moved on by the security staff.

So much of 'public' space is governed by the needs and prerogatives of consumerism;

there is the need to make our streets, our parks, our shopping areas and malls appear

safe, clean and attractive for potential shoppers, tourists and clients. While this is not

an inappropriate goal in itself, it does mean that many people fall outside of the

'attractive' and acceptable criteria for inclusion into that space. So many areas become

understood as spaces where certain kinds of behaviour are explicitly and implicitly
understood as being appropriate for certain kinds ofpeople, physical space being thus

reflected and constituted by social space. This implicit understanding is (usually)

assumed to be shared by the majority of people in that (micro)cult and enforced,

where necessary, by legislation. For example, a 'No Trespassing' sign or a sign that

reads 'Private Property' is recognised as sanctioned and therefore obeyed by most

readers. It implies not simply exclusion but also indicates economic and social capital

to which only certain people have access. The written sign is thus a reminder of what

is already assumed to be understood and known about specific social relations and

social hierarchies.

Many spaces do not portray such signs. Rather it is understood through circulating

discourses that access is only available to particular kinds of people. As indicated above,

for the young, the marginalised and particularly for women, in most cultures it seems, a

particular understanding of access and non-access to particular places and spaces is

acquired and reinforced from early childhood. I noted in the previous chapter, for example,

that for most of the girls in my research project, walking in a public street at night carried

with it just such a sense of danger and trespass.

Just as metaphors of capital provide a framework for understanding power and

exchange in the reproduction of inequality... Metaphors of spaces and places such as

Location and positioning enable distribtLtion and allocation of resources and peoples

to be franted. Tbere is also a real physical aspect to the women's movement through

space (social mobility), especially in the areas to which they are denied entry (Skeggs

1991: 12, emphasis added).

Similarly, as illustrated above, for many young people, male and female, who clearly do

not have lhe appearance of being affluent, entering into a shopping mall when they do not
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have the means to purchase can also constitute an implicit trespass. Perhaps this was why

Mary insisted on filming a large part of her video as a 'fly on the wall' documentary. As

noted in chapter 2, I was directed to be her camera person on the day she filmed her

fortnightly routine of collecting and cashing her social security cheque. Her confident,

leisurely walk through the centre of the shopping mall to and from the bank, punctuated

by several stops to chat to friends and acquaintances as she went, was captured in her

video footage. Was it the camera's presence or her newly-acquired financial status (the

collection of her social security cheque) that allowed such a demeanour? Her teenage

male friend, a young male offender who was staying at her house at the time and who

accompanied us on thal day, did not walk so confidently through the mall. He scurried,

keeping close to the walls like a shadow, ducking and weaving his way between the shops

as though he were trying to make himself as invisible as possible. The resulting video

footage alone gives no indication that they were physically together or even acquainted.

In the footage of the mall, he simply appears as a strangely recurring blurred figure on the

edge of the frame.

If we superimpose these preliminary insights on to commonsense understandings of
gender relations, then we can see that in the case of young women, the combination of both

their age and their gender immediately renders them even less "free to play" in spaces

designated as public.

Gender determines that...young women are subject to external surveillance and

responsible for internal body management, and it is their gender that makes them

feel vulnerable to male sexual threat and assault. Culture and class determine how;

that is the norms of the body and codes of surveillance, management, threat, assault

and resistance available to them (Fine and Macpherson 1994: 229, emphasis in

the original).

In the previous chapter, I examined how body management was particularly a focus of
surveillance for women. To these earlier comments and to Fine and McPherson's

observations, I would here add that gender, class and culture also determine where these

various social negotiations are perceived as being'possible', where they are enabled

and where they are constrained and indeed what form they may take. For example,

young women, as indicated above, frequently have far less freedom of movement than

young men in spaces usually designated as'public'. In some cases, the imposed

restraints result from actual negative experiences; others are through fear of possible

danger or harassment, rather than any personally experienced event. The effect can be

the same. Almost from the beginning of urban life, the presence of women in the cities
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and particularly in city streets, has been questioned, and the controlling and

surveillance aspects of city life have always been directed particularly at women

(Wilson l99l).Ì4

As has been pointed out by many researchers, (Fiske 1987, l9B9; Kaplan 1988; Connell

1987; Lewis 1990), female activity unlike male activity does not generally take place in the

street. The street is how a girl gets from A to B. She does not loiter and when she is in the

street she walks quickly and attempts to make herself as invisible as possible by physically

shrinking her body. To take up activities on the street with the boys is to invite gossip

amongst the adults and one's peers about one's sexual availability. As Grace discussed with
her friend Kate, "To get a bad reputation, can take a week. To lose it again can take -
(pause for a shrug and a self -deprecating laugh) about a year l"t5

It is still considered neither safe nor wise for a girl to be on the street for a lengtb of time,

especially at night. The popular and media discourse that arises after any reported murders

or abduction of young women reinforces this notion of illegitimate public space for a

wo-an.tu The overall consensual view that emerges is that, young women can wander

around the city streets with relative impunity during the day but the activity has to be seen

as purposeful; going (window) shopping or going to the cinema were legitimate activities

for young women; hanging around street corners rs not.

Yet to speak in general terms of public space and gender is to obfuscate the real life
experiences of the young women in question. As I quickly learnt in my own fieldwork, the

experience of gender \/as never separate or separable from each individual girl's
perception of, and identification with, her ethnicity, social class or any other dimension of
her life. Such dynamics affected her understanding of 'legitimate' use of space. Certain

places for nearly all the girls in my study were regarded automatically as exclttsive, as

ra See also Boys et al "House Design And Women's Roles" in Matrix (eds) 1984. The writers argue that women
are disproportionateÌy less mobile than men in urban settings. The design of ideal' cities assumes that most
users of the environment are men. There is a thus again a tacit separation between work and leisure. There is
an assumption of 100Va car ownership and that in these car-owning families, the cars will be used by the male
partner and/or by teenage children prìmarily to get to the place of paid employment. In Boys' study, for
example, only 29% of housewives in households owning I car and 69Vo in households owning 2 or more cars,
knew how to drive. Other pertinent findings were that women were often made to appear less mobile, as

described in the note below.
tt 'F¡ee moving' women were frequently a target for negative comments, danger or designation (see Boys et al
1984:41).ln the same publication Cynthia Cockburn showed that the men she interviewed talked about women
as pure or sullied according to their location - women were thus rnentally contained in the home and were
therefore 'pure' when they seemed to be in their 'rightfuÌ' locale. Women in the workplace or outside the home
were the opposite. Such gendering ofplace relies very much on the cognitive and symbolic separation ofhome
and work spheres.
t6 Vy'ith every new atrocity committed on young people, especially young women, the same moral panic
emerges. Infamous newspaper accounts of murde¡ victims, such as Shiree Turne¡, (Adelaide Adv ertiser 12. 6.
93) emphasise the precarious position of girls in public places. The emphasis in these accounts is always on
the innocence, physical attractiveness and the basic 'goodness' of the victim. If she does not fìt into these
categories her murder is not deemed newsworthy.

165



being in some way 'off limits' to them or being unwelcoming, while others could be used

as areas of refuge, safety and play. Other places were more ambiguous, certain ones being

regarded as accessible to some of the teenagers and not to others. In other words, how the

different girls in my research perceived the city places and how they felt able to negotiate

this space depended a great deal on their age, their materiaVeconomic circumstances, their

ethnicity and their gender - in effect, on their already constituted microculture or habittts.

Where the teenager came from social networks where her gender was seen as a particularly

defining aspect of her identity, she experienced far more extemal control than those who

came from social networks where it was the norm to establish and practise sexual equity

(Elley and Inglis 1995; Tsolidis 1995). Because she would usually experience more

physical constraint, either directly or through familial expectations, she would also come

to survey and control her own actions, in order to stay within those symbolic boundaries.

Although to an outsider, her actions and 'freedoms'may seem to be quite severely curtailed

- âS, for example, I have indicated in previous chapters when describing Diane's and

Claire's upbringing - to the girl herself, these restrictions were often the way things were

and, more than that, the way things should be. What might seem to others as conf,rnement

or constraint is to the agent herself, naturalised, the way things are. As indicated in the

quotation that heads this chapter, Bourdieu has consistently used spatial metaphors in his

writings - "the sense of one's place" - to emphasise this point, stressing the symbolic

constraints that people place upon themselves.

So physical, geographic boundaries are always symbolic boundaries which in turn

reinforce matenal boundaries. This is what Bourdieu means when he speaks of a space of
relaîions "which is just as real as a geographical space" (Bourdieu I99I: 232). For

example, as indicated in the previous chapte¡ Diane did not consider that she was

constrained at all in her world. Occasionally, she did indicate to me that she felt

uncomfortable when some of her friends articulated their sense of her constraints or 'over-

protectedness' (as described in chapter 3 for example, when her friend Helen called Diane

"little girl"). On those occasions she would ask me how much 'freedom'I allowed my own

teenage daughter. But, most of the time for Diane, as for all the girls in my research, the

social relations and 'moral' values that constituted her personhood as a young woman in

her immediate social networks, were how her world was; it was 'normality' for her as

defined by her familial and social microcultures. It was indeed 'self-evident':

Social reality exists, so to speak, twice, in things and in minds, in fields and in habitus,

outside and inside of agents. And when habitus encounters a social world of which it

is the ploduct, it is like a 'f,rsh in water': it does not feel the weight of the water, and it

takes the world about itself for granted (Bourdieu &'Wacquant 1992: 127).
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Within the logic of the microcuhure, such constraints can have clear advantages. As

Patricia Jeffrey noted in relation to the Pizada women in India, "Purdah may restrict and

seclude, but it also shelters and means that secluded women do not seriously have to

concern themselves with the harsh ecomonic realities of life in India". None of the young

women in my study was in Purdah but their restrictions in space/time, the constraints on

their mobility and on their personal sense of freedom also could render them relatively
"silent and invisible" (Jeffrey 1979:13) in the public sphere.rT

If it is fitting to recall that the dominated always contribute to their own domination,

it is necessary at once to be reminded that the dispositions which incline them to this

complicity are also the effect, embodied, of domination. (Bourdieu 1989: 12, cited in

Bourdieu & Vy'acquant 1993:24).

I have already described the more obvious forms of these constraints, such as parental

and familial control and surveillance. Now I turn to some more complex ways in which

the girls themselves internalised control, ways in which they saw themselves belonging

or not belonging in public places.t8 The first of these, particularly pertinent in these

days of heightened racial rhetoric in Australia,re is the way some girls regarded

themselves as Australian and others knew that they could not take such an epithet

for granted.

Ethnic identity: "I'm an Aussie, Really. I'm an Aussie"

The assignment of place within a socio-spatial structure indicates distinctive roles,

capacities for action, and access to power within the social order (Harvey 1990 419).

Consideration of place is inevitably about a sense of space, about feeling whether one's

presence is appropriate and welcome within particular material or symbolic

boundaries. As we consider again a macro-conception of space and place, then it is
pertinent to consider'national space'- that is, who feels they 'belong', who feels

comfortable and that they have the right to occupy public space as Australians. In

Calhoun's words, a sense of nationalism is "the politics of identity writ large" (Calhoun

1995:231).

17 I do not believe it is too extreme to draw on some of Jeffrey's insights concerning Purclah to explore the
constraints on the young women in my research in Western cuÌtural spheres fo¡ "Purdah may be seen as an
extreme example of a common phenomenon: the dichotomy between the private domestic sphere and the
public sphere" (1979: 13).
l8 In the light of these arguments, the particular places that girls use to appropriate space, such as basements
and toilets, seems particularly significant, as I explain in more detail below.
re Thanks to Ms Pauline Hanson and the One Natiott political party.
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The discourse of nationalism not only encourages seeing identity as inscribed in and

co-terminous with the individual body; it also encourages seeing individuals linked

through their memberships in sets of equivalents - classes, races, genders etc. -
rather than their participation in intelpersonal relationships. It promotes categorical

identities over relational ones (Calhoun 1995: 256).

In other words, as demonstrated in my own research, even though most of the girls felt

comfortable in their familial and friendship groupings, some experienced a profound sense

of dislocation when it came to their ethnic and national identity when they stepped outside

that symbolic 'safety zond . Not all of the teenagers saw themselves as Australian, even

though they may have been born in Australia or officially had Australian citizenship, and

therefore not all saw themselves as inevitably belonging in the most fundamental way

within Australian society. In terms of their everyday experiences that meant some of the

girls clearly felt comfortable and confident to be in the public places, while others did not.

I noted in the previous chapter that Janine and her friends, for example, identified

themselves and even more importantly described themselves, as Nunga.In contrast, they

referred to non-indigenous people, including certain relatives, friends and acquaintances

who were non-Nunga or non-Koori as Australians.20 If Australians in this discourse are

always inevitably other and 'not-me' then this has great significance for how the girls

themselves saw their own legitimacy in terms of their presence on the street, in the school

and in any youth organisations to which they belonged. This sense of otherness was

continually reinforced in fact by those very institutions themselves, often through the

implementation of perfectly well-intentioned pro-active policies. I noted, for example, that

Black Imag¿ was an exclusively Aboriginal rock group. The girls had specialist ancillary

teachers and contact personnel, nearly all of whom were Aboriginal or Torres Strait

Islanders, as the girls were seen as requiring a different kind of educational and personal

support. Indeed this help was vital if the girls were going to have a chance to succeed

educationally but it also reinforced the notion for all of the students that the girls were

somehow outside the mainstream of the school community.

Three other girls in my research - Mary, Sara and Claire - also saw themselves as

different from or outside white 'mainstream'Australian society. For Mary and Sara, it was,

as noted in chapter 3, a question of their skin colour and cultural differences. For Claire,

it was her South African heritage. In Mary's case her difference in the form of her Papua

New Guinean background was ostensibly a source of pride. She had actually no clear

20 For example, Janelle's aunt was married to a non-indigenous partner and her foster brother, who was Creek
by birth, planned to marry his Italian girlfriend. These close family members were still talked about in their
presence as other in that they were seen as 'white' Ausrralian as opposed to Nunga. Janine, who had an
extremely pale complexion identified as Nunga and talked about herselfas 'black'. She described her very
dark-skinned Italian boyfriend as a 'white'Australian.
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memories of her own of Papua New Guinea, as she had been taken from there as a very

small child when she was adopted by her uncle and her Australian aunt.2r She regularly

sought out other people from Papua New Guinea, befriending people in the street, at school

or at dance clubs, people whom she would say "look like me". When these acquaintances

were not available, she sought connections through skin colour, seeking out friends

particularly from the Torres Strait Islands or from Aboriginal background. Mary's most

successful relationship with a foster family had been in fact with an Aboriginal family.

Apart from their particular parenting skills and affection for her, the success was

undoubtedly due also to Mary's own sense of belonging through some perceived cultural

and physical similarities. When I was with Mary and her Aboriginal friends she would

articulate this affinity by immediately sprinkling some appropriate indigenous words into

her conversation, creating a sense of bonding between them and probably simultaneously

establishing me as an outsider in that context.

As described in previous chapters, I first got to know Mary while she was living in a small

rented house acquired for her under the 'independent living' scheme. This was a means by

which young people under the care of the state, or who had been in some trouble with the

Law, could learn the necessary skills of living by themselves while still having the support

and guidance of social workers. Mary made this house her own by the posters on her walls

and aftefacts in her rooms and the Reggae music that she constantly played on her tape

deck to fill the spaces of her home. She had few Papua New Guinean artefacts so she made

other connections by placing huge posters of African American basket ball stars (such as

Michael Jordan) and singers (such as Bob Marley) on her wall. There were also a few

photographs of herself when she was a small child, taken with her biological mother.

Sara too had little direct personal memory of her original cultural background. She had

been adopted at the age of three from Nepal and brought to Australia by her Anglo-

Australian adoptive parents. Unlike Mary's early experience of adoption, Sara had been

brought up by a family who were very concerned to keep Sara's heritage alive. Both

adoptive parents felt great affinity with Buddhist philosophy and both were anxious to

maintain links with Nepal through letters, photographs and travel. Sara's adoptive parents

frequently attended cultural events which celebrated difference in terms of Buddhism or

Nepalese identity. When Sara and her brother were younger, these events were very much

a part of their lives. All this had had an effect on how Sara saw herself and understood her

cultural identity. I thought it particularly significant that she was the only one of the young

2r In fact she had been given as a 'gift' to her aunt ancl her uncle by the elclers of her village, At the time of
Mary's birth, her aunt had experienced the sudden loss of her own infant. Mary's own biological mother
already had many children. The traditional offering ofMary to her aunt should have been regarded as a sacred
bond. Unfortunately once her relatives came to Australia, Mary's value was not prized. She suffered physical
abuse for several years until she was removed from her new family and fostered.
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women in my research who felt it necessary to articulate her sense of being an Australian;

Sara was very small and very dark-skinned. Both of these attributes seemed to be the bane

of her life. "I'm an Aussie, really. I'm an Aussie", she said self-consciously and a little

defensively, in direct address to the camera. At the same time, as I noted in the previous

chapter, Sara talked a great deal during my fieldwork period, about her feeling of difference.

Her skin colour, her petite stature and her dark features frequently made her feel as though

she was an outsider or in some way exotic, even within in her own social networks.

If nations are imagined as Anderson (1991/1983) argues, out of "an immemorial past and

glide towards a limitless future" (Sharp 1996:99), nationality has to be actively created. For

Sara, Mary and Janine, artefacts, dress, food and traditional customs allowed them to do just

that. I shall retuffi to the relationship between their sense of ethnic difference and

'nationality' and the complexities of their particular styles of self-making in different places,

below. For the moment, though, I move onto another superimposition and internalisation of
difference and that is perceived social hierarchies and the role of the 'authentic'.

A Question of Trespass

The symbolic division of public arenas that were considered by the girls either as

legitimate spaces for them to occupy or places of trespass, reflected their incorporation of
time-honoured cultural divisions of status, conventional social hierarchies and divisions.

They indicated the access, legitimation and resources of cultural and symbolic capital.22

Let us look at some of these divisions more closely.

In its extreme manifestation, such divisions indicate the places where high culture was

'legitimated', "protected by their legitimacy against the scientific gaze and against the

desacralisation that is presupposed by the scientific study of sacred objects" (Bourdieu,

1993: 132). Anyone entering such a 'sacred' space usually assumes the appropriate

" Ar.ry obvious example, at least in the West, would be that only quiet, whispered behaviour is considered
to be appropriate in buildings deemed to be sacred or in repositories of great knowÌedge (for example,
churches, museums, art galleries, libraries). However, such an approach to 'high culture'or to 'sacred
knowledge'is arbitrary since at other times and in other cultures, access [o such wisdom is treated differently.
For example, Judaism and Islam have carried into them other cultural understandings, different kinds of
social exchange taking place in their respective sacred places of synagogue and mosque, even in the West,
While these places are still deemed sacred by the faiths concerned, social intercourse takes place in a much
freer manner than in their Western counterparts. For the Moslem, when services are not taking place the
mosque is used as a meeting place where the community can sit, talk and socialise. In Orthodox Jewish
practice, the synagogue can become a lively place of discussion and debate even during the services. In the
case of museums, in the 1990s new technologies have led to new understandings and acceptance of the
democratisation of knowledge. Museums and art galleries have become places where physical interaction and
active learning for the visitor has become more common. Information is presented now less as indisputable
facts and more as information to be interpreted. The recently established Museum of Sydney is a good
example of this 'post-modern' institution.
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stance, behaviour and appearance and possesses the necessary cultural capital to

appreciate such knowledge and artefacts. When people behave in ways that differ from

this traditional, usually implicit, code, their actions are immediately read as inappropriate

or deliberately subversive.23

The categorising and 'mapping' of space can therefore be understood as a signif,rer of
control and as such, as with all other aspects of social orderings, it is quite clearly gendered

(Duncan 1996: 6; Kirby 1996: 46). Kathleen Kirby argues that from Rationalism

developed the concept of the self-contained male individual. It was this "masculine ego"

who mapped out the world around himself and in the process of charting and drawing

boundaries designated some areas as not appropriate for marginalised others. The bounded,

central areas are separated and discrete. The peripheral spaces become blurred, fluid and

porous. This space, Kirby sees as the more 'feminine' post-modern space. It is a space of
the inclusive rather than the proprietary, space of "'all enveloping' notions of 'between' and

'around' - spaces that are supportive and enabling in contrast with notions of 'distance

and separation"' (Duncan 1996: 6). Another aspect of public space is the way it is
associated with the persona, the mask that conceals the real. Juliet Blair (1993), for

example, points out that dramatists have long been fascinated by the role of gender

underlying the notion of the 'real' (private) beneath the mask (public). The public domain

has historically been associated with (male) duty, 'role play' and performance. The private,

on the other hand, has been perceived as the domain of the real, the domestic and the

authentic. 'A man's life had a private side and a public side (cf. Lukes 1973:59-66). ...

His real personality would emerge in his private relationships...The whole male personality

is perceived as requiring an amalgam of the private and the public" (Blair 1993:206-7).

Popular magazines and the publicity machines of all branches of the media rely on this

separation of the 'real' person from the star image.2o Women, on the other hand, as

indicated above, frequently have no sense of legitimate 'public space'. They "are perceived

as acquiring their social identity and personal individuality solely in the sphere of the

private....women have functioned as men's private life, secreted in the attic, displayed in

the reception room. There is room for her at every level, but not a room of her own." (Blair

23 The recent unexpected death and funeral of Diana Princess of WaÌes is ìnteresting to consider in this light.
The extreme outpouring of grief and the untraditional behaviour of the thousands of ordinary mourners
standing outside the privileged gatherings - the cheering crowds outside Westminster Abbey, for example,
who stood and applauded the euÌogy by Earl Spencer and even the funeral hearse itself as it went by, were
obviously political statements against the Royal Family. They were symbolic markers of subversion. A recent
documentary on the pianist David Helfgott (ABC television 30. 8. 98) similarly underscored beliefs about
status and place. His public performances, so popular after the success of the film Shine, altracted severe
criticism from the traditional music critics partly because ofDavid's unorthodox approach to the formaìity and
sacredness of the concert hall. As one critic put it "David would sing, mutter, grimace and talk to the piano as

he played". High art, including piano recitals, is meant to be appreciated in awed silence. When the artist
himself adds a "sound track", "sometimes louder than the playing", the effect is regarded as comic or
subversive or both.
2a See figure 2 and reference to EveArnold's famous photograph of Joan Crawford in Chapter 1.

171



1993:207).25 If Westem men see their private worlds as the place where they can truly "be

themselves", women have to seek even deeper into the realms of the private, into their

fantasy worlds, "the unknown, unexplored, dark continent - as Freud described it - of
vr'omen's interiority" (Blair 1993: 209) in order to find an equivalent place of self identity.

Because public space, as I have already noted, is masculinised, so any appropriation of
space, even temporarily, by the girls in my fieldwork, always seemed precarious and at a

cost. It seemed to me less a question of empowerment or resistance and more a question

of the degree of trespass. But paradoxically it can be a place of magic and fantasy in ways

that the domestic sphere cannot. Let us look more closely now at how such notions of
privacy, spaces to play and spaces of mimetic fantasy, are carved out and appropriated

from the more public arenas.

Spaces to Play : The Street as Public Stage

If the street is a place of contest and conflict, it also can be seen as a place of display and

theatre (Connell 1987; Turner 1982; Schechner 1993). Because it is a loosely-structured

milieu, it can simultaneously be seen as more open to diversity and political challenge. Not
only traditional conceptions of work but 'serious play' and fantasy are present in the street

through display, advertising, billboards, posters, graffiti, busking and street theatre. If the

street can be a place of exclusion, as we have seen, it can also simultaneously be one of
appropriation and empowerment. As I argued in Chapter 4, the combination of place, time

and subjectivity can be a powerful mix in the creation of 'space to play'.

Firstly, to state a very obvious example, shopping centres whether outside or under cover,

are used in different ways at different moments throughout the day. Major shopping

centres are frequently filled with potential shoppers but simultaneously with people

seeking to occupy their time with other sorts of activities. They are used for talking,

gossiping, eating, watching. On one level, they are designed to be "consecrated to

timelessness and stasis, (no clocks, perfect weather...) yet lived and celebrated, lived and

loathed, in intimately historic terms" (Monis 1988: 206). On another level, the imposed

timelessness and uniformity breaks down as performance takes over. For example, often

throughout a mall or outside the shops, one may see different areas symbolically separated

off as 'stages'. Here buskers create a different kind of space. Here shoppers temporarily

become different kinds of consumers, audiences and spectators, distracted momentarily

from their singular purposeful activity of shopping. Relative affluence does not determine

25 Feminist architects, often cJrawing upon anthropological insights, have been researching the way domestic
buildings reflect and reinforce gender relations for quite some time. See, for example, White 1988.
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this form of consumerism. These are often the only parts of the mall where young people

from less privileged social backgrounds who are ostensibly not purchasing, are not moved

on by police or by the stores'security guards. Here they can 'hang around', meet friends,

|ust be, even if there is a still a sense of trespass.

Secondly, time is a central element in the use and appropriation of public places. In the

day time the city streets are given over to crowds and seemingly purposeful activity. In the

evening, when the malls or the streets are relatively empty of shoppers, if there are no gates

closing off the area, these young people can be seen to take over by sheer force of numbers.

Most noticeably it is the teenagers who do not have the purchasing power to spend greatly,

who appear in the malls then, reappropriating the space and using it loudly, in large groups,

for different purposes. As Schechner has illustrated, "unofhcial culture worms or bullies its

way back into public outdoor spaces" (1993: 48).

Only two of the girls in my research comfortably ventured out into the city streets,

especially at night. There was Mary who, as I have already indicated, saw herself as a

member of a largely male group. Grace also was prepared to be in the streets at night but

only in the company of usually alarge group of friends. They both did so usually as part of
a mixed large group, almost as surrogate boys, using their numbers, their noise, their dress

and their reputation and aggression to occupy the space with some authority and asseftion.

For Mary, the area beneath and outside the back of Myer, a major department store in the

city, was a central gathering place for her and her friends during the day and in the early

evening. Indeed, Myer, was a common place for many different groups of young people.

Unlike the stores themselves, which attempted to create atmospheres of discerning fashion

and taste, the eating hall areas were unrefined, cheap and noisy - ¿ "þ¿sk stage" to the

store's more fashionable and reputable "front stage" (Goffman 1959). Such eating halls

were always a favourite amongst the young people, and several times during my fieldwork

that was where the girls and I would go for a quick bite and a chat after they had been

filming in the city. Around the periphery of these food halls were eating stalls of different

ethnicities and life-style choices huddled indiscriminately together; Chinese cuisine

rubbed shoulders with Italian, next to an Indian, Japanese, Korean, or traditional Australian

hamburger kiosk. The various food smells and languages mingled in a confused cacophony

of the senses. From 3.30 pm. onwards on a week day they were also full of school

uniforms and schoolbags as many teenage students from all over the metropolitan area

congregated in the city en route to their respective suburbs.

The very mix of noise, ethnicity and 'taste' suggested a tolerance for difference that, in

turn, could allow for boisterous play, exemplifying perhaps the blurred, fluid and porous

"peripheral spaces" that I noted above (Kirby 1996). The young people who met here
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didn't just eat, they laughed, argued, physically fought, loudly and without inhibition, and

generally were able to 'take over' the area. The food halls were impoftant for another

reason too; as indicated above, it connected the "front stage" and "back stage" of the city

map. The front entrance of the Myer eating hall led back to the main shopping mall, albeit

to the less fashionable section of the mall. That end was closer to Hindley Street, the 'red

light', disreputable area of the city. The back entrance ended with a large escalator leading

up to North Terrace. Once at the top of the escalator one could stand and look across at the

row of bus stops situated in front of the high walls of Government House. These bus stops

brought travellers in from the less affluent Southern and Northern suburbs. Sandwiched

between the rows of bus stops and the high walls of officialdom were naffow strips of grass

with benches, shaded by trees and bushes.

From Mary, I learnt how in this space, between the main street and the walls of
Government House she and her friends would meet and socialise at the end of each day;

here they would gather, smoke and drink. Some would venture into the Myer Centre at

first but many of her group would just wait for the others on the benches. Graffiti scratched

on the benches or sprayed on the walls close by in paint, further marked out the territory

as appropriated. These were young people who often sat with one eye open for the police

or other adult authority figures. Here they could sit with their friends but they could also

run and beat a hasty retreat if the need suddenly arose. Once alarge group of young people

had congregated, the space was taken over. Disgruntled adults would move on,

uncomfortable because of the noise, the language and the spontaneous scuffles that would

suddenly erupt.

Grace and her friends would meet at a different time and place. Although occasionally they

would assemble in the food hall, they would never meet on the benches where Mary and

her friends congregated. "That's where the Townies meet," she told me scornfully.26 Her
group would meet up at the top end of Rundle Mall where the shopping precinct met King
William Street. Opposite their meeting place, as indicated earlier, was Hindley Street, the

less fashionable, less salubrious area of Adelaide. The 'adult'night and dance clubs were

mainly down this section of Adelaide so it was perceived as a more exciting and more

risqué locale for the young women in my fieldwork.

Space Invaders: the ørt of appropriation

When the reappropriation of space in this way does occur, it is where 'subversive' or

'illegitimate' activity is understood to be possible - even if it purely through imaginative

26 See chapter 6 for a detailed analysis of the social groupings that the girls usecl to categorise themselves and
others.
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play. This is similar to Bourdieu's concept of counter-legitimacy, "spaces that belong to
the dominated classes, haunts or refuges for excluded individuals from which dominant
individuals are in fact excluded, at least symbolically, and for the accredited holders of the

social and linguistic competence which is recognised on these markets" (Bourdieu 1991:

98, my emphasis).27 So "private space" in this conception becomes arenas where those

who feel they usually cannot, do. It appears in the gaps between official and legitimate

cultural discourses, even in the most 'inappropriate' locales.

If there is a tradition (and not only in the West) of constructing grand monuments

specifically to present performances - arenas, stadiums and theatres - so there is a

long history of unofficial performances "taking place" in (seizing as well as using)

locales not architecturally imagined as theatres (Schechner 1993, 48-49).

Such play allows the voicing of those ustal silenc¿s of dominant cultural understandings

- even if sometimes that voicing occurs just above a whisper or has to take place in the

form of distancing humour. So, for example, when Janine and her friends portrayed an

alternative portrait of the city, as described in chapter 2, the girls' excessive play

simultaneously implied an acknowledgment and a contesting of those symbolic

boundaries of status, even while highlighting their arbitrary nature. It was highly
significant that their play took place where it did in the public space of North Terrace

itself, the "front stage" of the city. The reason the teenagers chose to walk down North
Terrace, as described in chapter 3, rather than the busier Rundle Mall in the first place,

was because the main boulevard was perceived as a less restrictive space for them as

young Aboriginal women. Like Mary, these girls had often voiced their uncomfortable

sense of being in the Mall or even in Hindley Street, the red light area of Adelaide.
"There's too many cops there", Mary had stated emphatically. The Nunga girls would

agree. Rundle Mall was a place filled with shoppers, crowds, security guards, even on

that hot summer's day. The greater openness and fewer people of North Terrace meant a

greater freedom to walk unhindered and unharassed- and as we saw, then to 'play' with
possible alternative perspectives.2s

'i Utilising the metaphor of economic capital Bourdieu refe¡s to this phenomenon when he addresses the
"economy oflinguistic exchanges" (Bourdieu 1991). He assefts that no one can completely ignore the linguistic
or cultural law. Everytime they enter into an exchange with the holders of the legitimate competence, and
especially when they fìnd themselves in a formal situation, dominated individuals are condemned to a practical,
corporeal recognition of the laws of price fo¡mation which are least favourable to their linguistic productions
and which condemn them to a more or less desperate attempt to be correct, or to silence. Counter-legitimacy, he
argues is only possible in the spaces carved out, "only possible within the limits of free markets" (97).
t8 Goff-on (1959,1971) drew our attention to the way space can be designated as not simply public and private
but metaphorically as front stage and back stage. That is, certain places connote more status than others and
seem to allow for more experimentation and explorative behaviour than others. So even within what we would
consider to be a 'public' arena, some parts are more welcoming or accessible to marginalised groups than
others and thus allow a greater sense of 'freedom to play'. These areas are not always the ones we would
automatically assume would permit such freedoms.
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The descriptions and anecdotes of the Nunga girls were particularly effective because they

were simultaneously acknowledging and debunking the official discourse about the city,

that the buildings on North Terrace and the War memorial statue were respected historical

and symbolic landmarks. Because their account was enacted there and because it differed

so strongly from the conventional viewpoints, the teenagers' description crossed over from
serious play to mimetic excess, from a 'straight' account to parody. As young Aboriginal
women, they were also highlighting their usual sense of displacetnent from these official
dominant discourses concerning the 'legitimate' use of space on three accounts - age,

gender and marginalised ethnicity. As the usual object of surveillance in those more

crowded areas, because of their physical appearances, these teenagers were demonstrating

that a less populated, more 'open', less obviously commercial area, could give them greater

freedom and greater anonymity. This greater sense of freedom to be in North Terrace,

especially with the added status and power of the camera, allowed their mimetic excess

full rein. The content of their disrespectful play highlighted the arbitrary nature of such

legitimations and interpretations of space while their parodic stance pointed to their tacit

understanding of the power and status of that discourse.2e

To parody something always carries with it a recognition of the way the object of parody

is ttsually perceived while at the same time pointing out that such labelling can be

challenged. Indeed, the challenge seems so daring and so disturbing becattse it highlights

the arbitrary nature of the usually accepted order of things (Douglas 1966, l97O) for "all
(institutional) rites tend to consecrate or legitimate an arbitrary boundary, by fostering a

misrecognition of the arbitrary nature of the limit and encouraging a recognition of it as

legitimate" (Bourdieu l99l: I l8 emphasis in the original). One of the main purposes of the

"social magic" is to mark distinctions, boundaries and hierarchies, where inherently there

are none.

Yet if the city streets symbolised a place of trespass for most of the girls, one area that

seemed accessible to all of the girls, without exception, were the public toilets. All of the

girls used the toilets as places for gossip, confidences and experimentation.

2e The effect of these arbitrary boundaries, these markers of 'legitimate' uses of space, is to raise the stakes for
the game itself; "everything that makes the freld itself, the game, the stakes, all the presupoositions that one
tacitly and even unwittingly accepts by the mere act of playing, of entering the game. Those who take part in
the struggle help to reproduce the game by helping... to produce belief in the value of the stakes" (Bourdieu
1993,74).I am arguing that in this case, the game itself is the way all the girls in my research project have
learnt over time to constitute their sense of self within their own specific microcultures, in diverse, overlapping
social fields. To return to the particularly apt geographical metaphor, it is about the way they have learnt very
early on, to know their "place in the world". It is the basis of their "self-making" that becomes tested,
negotiated and ultimately affirmed in the act of playing, and who they are, how they see themselves, is directly
linked to how they feel they can use and be in different social and geographical spaces.
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Toilets are for Thlking

It is perhaps a fascinating comment on the way women see their own positioning in society,

that all of the girls used the public space of the toilets to share private confidences. Hilary's
video even wryly acknowledged this with her usual self-reflexive humour, as she and her

best friend deliberately filmed themselves talking and laughing in front of the mirror in the

toilets of a cinema complex. "This is our favourite place to come and talk, isn't it, Sally?"

At the Blue Light discos I was often given 'toilet duty' which meant I was to regularly check

the girls'toilets for smoking and other recreational drug use. What I discovered more often

than breaches of that kind was the fact that the girls would huddle regularly into the crowded

space outside of the cubicles to share confidences, ask advice or to talk over problems.

Sometimes these could be considered quite serious problems - I often found girls crying

and being comforted by their friends - but usually it was a place to discuss the way potential

relationships were developing at the dance itself or concems about how to handle unwelcome

advances. It was in a sense, then, a 'time out'- a space away from the noise, the boys, the

performance; it was a place to reasseft the 'real' by acknowledging the construction of the

persona. Here one could redo the make-up and the hair, and discuss the lines that were going

to be delivered to a person one either liked or disliked. It was a place to recover, to remove

the excess or to 'throw up'. It seemed that it was a place where one could not be denied entry,

a truly inclusive space. It was also a space where one could go with a friend without having

doubts thrown upon one's (hetero)sexual orientation, as discussed in the previous chapter.

Because it was understood that having to wait in a queue was always a distinct possibility,

several girls could be absent from the rest of their group for some time without having to

explain their absence. Seemingly away from more obvious surveillance, the girls in here

swore and laughed with less inhibition than I noticed elsewhere. Fantasies and requests for
advice were either articulated or expressed in the form of graff,rti scrawled on the inside of
cubicle walls. Sometimes these desires, fantasies and pleas were written as open letters to be

answered by the next interested occupant in the toilet cubicle.

If the quieter blurring of symbolic boundaries described above was hardly noticeable

within the larger social context - unofficial culture in the form of a whisper - there were

other ways in which the young people declared their presence and their needs as a shout.

In other words, they were transformations of space that could not be ignored by the adult

authorities. The first was 'space invasion' through the holding of Raves or massive dance

parties. The second was through the expressing of private grief in public places through the

creation of private memorials and shrines. I saw both of these phenomena as examples of
symbolically reclaiming territory while simultaneously exploring 'dark play'. I will look

at each of these briefly in turn.
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Rsves: Legitimating Space for Illicit Activities

Pat described herself as a Raver, drawing a distinction between her involvement with the

techno scene and dance parties and the behaviour of pretentious others, who simply were

Try Hards. It was mainly through her accounts and experience that I learnt a great deal

about the organisation of Rave parties as well as attending some of the smaller, 'tamer'

ones in person. The phenomenon of Rave grew out of dance clubs. A dance 'club' is a

constructed and "imagined (youth) community" (Anderson 1983; Straw 1997) that is

formed round musical taste and music subcultures such as Hip Hop, Techno, Acid House

or Reggae. The 'venue'is the architectural building where the club is held. Different clubs

are held on different nights of the week or in different rooms within the same location as

a way of creating as wide an appeal as possible for the potential clients and to provide a

strategy of financial viability for the club; after all musical tastes are notoriously subject to

fashion. By this means the venues could also avoid being associated with any particular

club image and clientele. A particular club could fall victim to the capricious musical

market all too rapidly and consequently disappear overnight but the building could provide

the venue for another club to take its place.

Raves are dance clubs held outside of established dance venues and developed partly as an

attempt to take the music (and the people) into less conventional and more controversial

spaces.'o Rather than the predictable and the familiar locales, Raves seem to provide the

"forbidden and the unpredictable senses of place" (Thornton 1995: 22). They frequently

take place in unconventional settings such as disused warehouses, open fields, aircraft

hangars or, as in the case of the particular event caught on Pat's footage, in the old disused

Adelaide gaol. Unlike the Blue Light discos described above, the physical setting of the

Raves is organised very much with youth subcultural aesthetics in mind so that a great deal

of time and money is spent developing the 'mise-en-scène' for each event. As the profit

motive is the main catalyst, the owners of the venues hire dance organisers (or dance

organisers hire venues) and create an atmosphere through music, decor and lighting to
attract as many young people as they can.'' Through word of mouth, fliers, telephone,

posters, radio promotions, and even now the internet, both 'conforming' and 'rebellious'

youth are targeted.

The most important aspect of the Rave is the feeling of diminished personal space. The

dancers have to feel that they are crowded into a enclosed area; the cumulative effect of

tn For a detaileci account of the rJifference between clance clubs and venues and their significance in youth
cultures, see Thornton 1995.
3t Raues are big business. Admissions to Raves are substantially higher than to the cinema, to sporting events
or to ordinary dance venues. A 1993 survey by The Henley Centre for Forcasting, cited in Thornton, revealed
that attendance at Rave events in Britain was worth nearly two billion pounds a year from admission fees, soft
drinks and recreational drugs (Thornton 1995: l5).
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the throbbing music, the psychedelic lighting, the drugs and the thousands of bodies

moving in unison creates an overwhelming sensation of potent energy. It is because of
this need for claustrophobic use of space that the Raves are often promoted as being in a

'secret' location - until the organisers know that the numbers of the participants will be

sufficient for the venue. Too small a crowd and the Rave will be a flop. As a marketing

ploy the Rave is most successful when the young people feel that they have

reappropriated that cultural space for themselves - it becomes, however temporarily, a

place that is theirs.

Unlike the pubs or hotels which the older teenagers can frequent more easily, the clubs

and Raves arc a far remove from any decor that suggests domesticity and the family
home. Indeed, dance clubs are abont escape from the domestic. Through lighting, loud

music and interior design they forge an atmosphere which separates the dancers from
the everyday pressures and routines of home, school or work, frequently creating

"interior havens with such a presence that the dancers forget local time and place and

sometrmes even partrclpate rn an lmaglnary global village of dance sounds" (Thornton

1995 21).

Although they are frequently held in huge areas in anticipation of the thousands of people

attending, Raves practise their own form of exclusivity. Firstly, as indicated above, the

entrance fees are extremely high.32 This fact, together with quite discriminatory gate-

keeping practices, works paradoxically to produce a sense of elitism and exclusivity. Local

councils, for example, frequently demand a high level of monitoring by the organisers of
who is allowed into the Raves (Thornton 1995: 24).'While the dancers often complain

about such restrictions which they see as a form of surveillance, simultaneously they enjoy

the fact that they become 'protected'members of the 'sub culture', their admission being

proof of their authenticity.s3

Pat spent a great deal of time and footage recording the preparations for a massive Rave

at the disused Adelaide Gaol. Her friendship with the organisers meant that she did not

32 Although I could have attended some of the larger more exclusive Raves through Pat, I contented myself with
only going to the smaller, local ones. Partly my reticence was that I felt I would certainly be out of place
through my age and I didn't want to call attention to my presence in this way. In the smaller Raves I was able
to find a niche by bringing the camera myself. The larger Raves were more controversial as I knew large
amounts of illegal recreational drugs would be present and so the camera and the filming would not be
acceptable to the organisers. Pat did some videoing herself of the Adelaìde gaol Rave but mainly of the
organisation behind the scenes.
33 Dancing as a leisure activity is particularly age specific. Research shows that the most zealous ciubbers and
Ravers are those between the ages of 15 to 19. The younger age group limit occurs because of the practical
diffìculty that the younger people have in getting out of the parental house and being able to stay out late;
having the money for the entrance fees (particularly for Raves) and being able to appear to pass for someone
of legal drinking age. The activity declines in popularity as the young people move out from home and
establish a place of their own with friends or partners. In fact having a steady partner is the main reason for
losing interest in the night club/rave scene (Mintel Market Resea¡ch 1990, 1992).
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have to pay the high entrance fee and also meant that she was directly involved with the

transformation of the gaol into the Rave venue. Her video captured the excitement, the

detail and the effort of the organisers, recording behind the scenes of the main theatrical

event of the dance itself. Before my eyes in her video, the grim stone walls of the gaol

gradually became the backdrop for a very different cultural space, a very different
social context for ephemeral identities. If a gaol in its traditional usage removes

offenders from society, this use of the venue, on one level, seemed to turn the

panopticon on its head. Here drug experimentation and other illicit activities

take place.3a

Yet none of this was a clear appropriation of public space. While the dancers themselves

believed they were 'reversing social order' and that their dance and risk-taking was an

'authentic' expression of freedom, the basis of their activity was hardly radical and far from
political in intent. I already noted the gate-keeping, the elitism, the sexism and the other

aspects of control that monitored the Rave event. These factors alone ensured, as

Schechner noted of contemporary festivals and carnivals, that the Raves were not
"inversions of social order but mirrors of it" (Schechner 1993: 48). The commercial aspect

of a Rave was paramount; if not enough money could be made from the night, if there

were not enough potential supporters, then the event would usually be cancelled. The

dancers themselves did not perform in a frenzy of vortexed, chaotic choreography but

danced in machine-like lines. Perhaps a more radical reversal of social order is to be found

in a less obvious articulation of appropriation. It is to this expression of subversion that I
move now.

Shrines

Not far from where I live a tragic accident occurred. Two young people were killed in a

particularly nasty car accident. In many ways these teenagers would have been just another

statistic of fatalities except that their friends erected a memorial shrine to them marking the

exact spot where the deaths occurred.

Such a monument is not unique. One of the first pieces of personal information that Mary
shared with me was that one of her friends had died a year before in a car accident. She

and several other friends would mark the anniversary of the boy's death every year by
going to the spot of the accident to sit, talk and be There.

" Of.or... such activities always occur illicitly and secretly inside a prison. The activity here however seems
to highlight that by deliberately juxtaposing symbols of freedom, inhibition and constraint. See the next
paragraph. Is this yet another example of mimetic excess?
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Figure 14: A memoriøl shrine

Furthermore, such activity is not simply that of youth, for hundreds of adults placed

flowers at the place of Princes Diana's death in Paris. Millions more also marked the place

of her London abode, after her death. It is however particularly prevalent amongst those

members of society who are the least powerful, least privileged and have the least status.

It is another example of reappropriation and defining of space for there are a number of
signihcant differences between this practice and the traditional formal rituals for the

marking of death. Traditional practice marks the spot where the person was buried or

cremated in a church or cemetery. A permanent plaque or stone frequently testifies to the

love and respect that the mourners bear for the deceased. In many ways traditional

memorial monuments are private markers of grief in a place that has been specifically

designed and created for such a purpose. In contrast of course, young mourners mark the

place of death, thal is the place where the young person died, the last place of life.35 Their

actions also demand a particular private interpretation of a place which is very public - a

road side, a lamp-post, a bridge. It is as though in the midst of the normal bustle of life, an

ordinary person's moment of passing is being publicly acknowledged. Symbolically too,

the testimony that young mourners place on the place of death are usually ephemeral - a

cardboard cross, bunches of flowers. written notes.

Undoubtedly, one can argue that young people often do not have the privilege of money to

purchase or mark something more permanent, but I think the reasons for their choice

t'Vy'e a." accustomed to seeing such recognition of public figures or celebrities such as the place where John
Lennon was shot or 1ãmous poìitical figures have been assassinated. We are not used to seeing the violent death
of ordinary people recognised in this way.
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indicate something more significant that that. Their offering in many ways emphasises the

very fragility of life in a way that the stone cross or monument in the graveyard does not.

The shrine represents the moment when their friend became something/someone else -
the ultimate moment of mimesis. Furthermore, the offering also testifies to friendship, a

connection that is also fragile and has less legitimacy in most cultures than traditional ties

of kinship.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined some of the ways the girls in my fieldwork appropriated

public spaces in order to act out fantasies and to explore alternative selves. I argued that

the ways in which they did so were directly linked to their microcultures and their already

established notions of their legitimate access, and their familial and social groupings. One

place where this is clearly articulated is another type of social space, the school yard. Here

the symbolic boundaries that allow access to one kind of space and delineate another are

clearly articulated. It is into this very specific kind of public space, where the social meets

the familial, and where there is a powerful influence of those social groupings, that we now

must venture.
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CHAPTER 6

LEARNING TO PLAY IT COOL

Cliques...often function to protect the individual not from persons of other ranks but

from persons of his own rank. Thus, while all members of one's clique may be of the

same status level, it may be crucial that not all persons of one's status level be allowed

into the clique (Goffman 1969:73).

I don't fit in with my group norv. I feel Like I'm invisible (Diane, l6).

Introduction : when is a group not a group...?

In the previous chapters I examined the significance of 'private' spaces - the way "space

to play" is created and negotiated as a fundamental aspect of "self-making". Chapter 5

examined the way certain spaces can be constituted as private within areas usually

designated as public - the inclusive thus becoming exclusive. This chapter develops these

ideas further by returning to issues of'best'friendship discussed briefly in chapter 3 and

looking at the ways in which symbolic boundaries are drawn around and within particular

social groupings. In that earlier chapter I noted how all the girls in my study greatly valued

their close female friendships. A 'best friend' was as an alter ego or doppelganger. She

was the 'me'that is 'not-me' and frequently she shared food, body and space. In these

ways she was central to the representation and simultaneous constitution of the self. I
noted the close relationship between Grace and Kate, their bodies seemingly merging in

front of the cameras as Grace declared fervently "she is my best friend, for ever and ever

and ever".

Here in this chapte¡ I am specifically exploring the relationship between the (gendered)

self, the close dyadic friendship described earlier and larger peer groups - for the unit of
dyadic friendship, whatever form it takes, does not exist in isolation. While there exists in

popular discourse, a romantic notion of friendship as emergent, voluntary and

particularistic - the 'other' that is a reflection of the self - friendships exist within social

networks. These networks are created in school, businesses, work-places and other social

institutions and are thus always echoes of, and deeply embedded in, the larger

stratifications in society.

183



Constituting the SeIf through Friendship

Friendship is hard work. My previous chapter explored the phenomenon of close dyadic

friendship (Wolf 1966) and the significance that such intense friendship held in the lives of
the teenage girls in my research. In this chapter, with the girls themselves, I moved out

from the arena of the home and the domestic into the domain of the school and other public

institutions to explore how my participants' sense of self was constituted and negotiated in

this different context. Whereas earlier, within the familial context, I was examining the

phenomenon of selfhood through dffirence, the construction of a distinctive self:

'me'/ 'not me'

- friendship offers another and a paradoxical perspective, selftrood through sameness, for
it is the tension between both the perceived similarity and the perceived distinction between

people who call themselves close friends, that is the attraction and purpose of friendship:

'me = 'not me'/ 'not them'

This immediately presents an interesting paradox because both distinctiveness and

sameness in friendships are kept in this vitally important tension in order to be effective;

one has to strive for a sense of individuation while simultaneously belonging to a specific

cultural group. To become friends, means to construct a bond that is separate and discrete

from oneself and yet includes oneself. Simultaneously, it is to construct a "symbolic

boundary" (Cohen 1986) from others who are not in the exclusive relationship, as a form
of cultural "distinction" (Bourdieu 1984).

Teenage friendship groups depend very heavily on the construction of a very particular

form of cultural distinction which becomes very clearly demonstrated in the school

context. In spite of the fact that most schools attempt to create a sense of homogeneous

community, a sense of sameness over often quite large heterogenous populations, the

students themselves erect quite rigid symbolic boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, in

order to define themselves and each other within wider adolescent groupings as a whole.

These boundaries are created precisely because the young people themselves are engaged

in reflexively and eamestly constituting a sense of self-identity. The "serious play"
explored earlier in this thesis, now turns its attention to the other who is an aspect of the

self. These alliances frequently form a character and identity of their own, extending far

' Thit hat interesting parallels with observations in Schneider's work on American Family ancl Kinship (1968),
particularly his discussions on individuals who are not biological family members but who are treated as one
within the family unit.
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beyond the walls of the school. Whereas dyadic friendships are about closer emotional

attachment in areas designated as private, polyadic friendships are often about

appropriating public space and marking off boundaries of exclusion.

For the adolescent, these social groups are essential for defining, constructing and

elaborating who and what she is, how she sees herself and how she believes others perceive

her. One seeks a friend in order to validate one's sense of self and for adolescents

particularly that sense of self is still very much in flux and unstable. As noted earlier,

adolescents themselves acutely feel they are "nobodies" (James 1986) those "marginal

beings ... left out from the patterning of society" (Douglas 1966:95).

Friendship in modern Western societies has been interpreted as "a non-institutional

institution", a relationship founded on premises that are in defiance of bureaucracy (Paine

1979). However, on closer examination, and as I have argued throughout this thesis, one

can see that friendship groupings resonate with the division and segregations of wider

society. These social units themselves acquire identities that emanate and evolve from the

cultural groupings from which they originated. This, in turn, implies that we can expect to

find the same sorts of power relations and thus the same sorts of constraints and difficulties
emerging here, particularly for young women.

The special form friendship assumes in a given setting is predominantly a function of
the role it plays, along with other institutions, in meeting the organisational demands

of the society (Schwartz 1974:7I).

Groups and Cliqaes: The creation of exclusivity

Friendship or polyadic groupings often require the appropriating of areas designated as

private within more generally inclusive space and the marking off of boundaries of
exclusion. This separation is frequently achieved quite overtly and obviously through the

body, as when Janine, Janelle, Wanda and their other close friends squeezed under tbe

staircase in the school, separating themselves from others, as described in chapter 3. Or it
can be seen in the situation at the Blue Light disco recounted in chapter 5, when small

groups of girls huddled into the confined spaces of the toilets. At such times the small area

of the space can be used to justify the limited numbers of people permitted to be in the

select company. At other times the method of exclusion can be expressed more subtly,

indicated by a turn of the body, a distant look, a refusal to smile or the use of gossip or a

secret 'language', to block out another person, not considered a privileged member, from
the grouping. I shall retum to some of these more subtle 'tactics' below and in the

following chapter.
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People, of course, do not function in any every day sense in terms of whole networks but

smaller manageable units, clusters and cliques forming out of partial social networks.

Epstein (1961) drew a distinction between an individual's effective network and her

extended network and this is an important distinction for my analysis here. He argued that

when an individual 'A' is a member of an elite, then s/he and his/her effective close group

of friends construct and maintain a set of norms and values through their gossip. Gossip

itself, frequently perceived as a negative form ofbehaviour, can be seen in this way to form

a vitally important function in forming and maintaining significant social groupings

through the production and contesting of symbolic capital. 2 Bourdieu argued that

symbolic capital can be understood as "economic or political capital that is disavowed,

mis-recognised and thereby recognised, hence legitimate, a 'credit' which under ceftain

circumstances and always in the long run, guarantees 'economic'profits" (Bourdieu 1911a

cited in Collins 1986:132).

These values are then disseminated to the wider extended network through 'A's other

friends outside of the circle or clique (Barnes 1969). Although seemingly simplistic, the

framework serves to provide a useful way of looking at school social groupings, as

'clusters' and sometimes as 'cliques'. The term 'cluster' has been used to describe a set of
people whose links are relatively dense but who do not necessarily constitute a 'clique'.

'Cliques,' on the other hand, have been defined as a set of people, "each of whom is

adjacent to each other", which means they have direct and frequent contact and

communication between them (Harary 1959:391;Barnes 1969). There is almost always

a connotation of elitism in a clique; the set sees itself as socially, morally, culturally

superior in some fashion. The participants of a 'clique' may show considerable interaction

and co-activity but they lack the formal organisational qualities of a group and therefore

are highly susceptible to changes in personnel (Hanies-Jones 1969).

On applying such a construct to the teenager, we can see the ways many friendship

groupings of young people form and function. The construct also underpins the arguments

I have been developing so far conceming the way distinction and différance are vitally
important aspects of serious play in the constitution of (gendered) selfhood. These

alliances may be fleeting or may be more permanent. They may seem contradictory or

even seemingly mutually exclusive, so that an individual who participates in a specific peer

group where underage drinking and illicit drug-taking may be the expected 'norm' of
behaviour, may have to simultaneously reconcile that expectation with that of the practices

of another group. The ethical and cultural demands, views, values, expectations of one's

family unit may clash with those of one's wider ethnic community, with several of one's

2 This is of course one of the reasons why toilets are particularly important in female social groupings. It is
place for gossip - a place that allows and encourages intimacy and conhdences to be shared.
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peer groups at school or with one's friendship group at the disco, youth club or other

regular meeting place. Further more, as Cohen (1985) indicated, the way groups

understand and utilise the symbolic boundaries that appear to demarcate one social alliance

from another is different for those within the grouping from those on the outside.

The boundary represents the mask presented by the community to the outside world;

it is the community's public face. But the conceptualisation and symbolisation of the

boundary from within is far more complex...In its public face, internal variety

disappears or coalesces into a simple statement. In its private mode, differentiation,

variety and complexity proliferate (Cohen 1986:74).

Again, Bourdieu's concept of field is useful here since, in his conception, the social

groupings are both simultaneously predetermined and fluid; the symbolic boundaries are

implicitly fixed and continually contested. He argues that "in analytic terms a field may

be defined as a network or a configuration, of objective relations between positions" (1993:

97). Positions within each field, the places from which each individual negotiates are

"objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations they impose upon their

occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and potential situation (slløs) in the

structure of the distribution of species of power" (p.97). Yet, although economics, history

and capital determine the overall shape that the field takes and the position that the

players occupy within the field, ihe structure of each field is determined by the 'state of
play' of the agents who are enmeshed in the struggle for power, authority, control. The

analogy with a game that Bourdieu makes is useful since, although as in any sport or game,

the rules are set and understood, the players are able to work, 'strategise' and negotiate

within their positions in order to gain power and control.

As before, and in keeping with Bourdieu's insights, I am not using the word 'strategise' in

the traditional sense, "strongly associated with the intellectualist and subjectivist tradition"

but rather to indicate a different theoretical orientation, "to designate the objectively

orientated lines of action which social agents continually construct in and through

practice" (Bourdieu 1993: 129). In other words, I am returning to Bourdieu's conception

of the "feel for the game". The analogy is also particularly useful for my purposes since

the term 'play' usually implies an activity that is trivialised, one not taken seriously by

outsiders yet for the players themselves, those engaged in the game, the state of play is a

very serious undertaking indeed. It reminds us again why friendships are so vitally

important to teenagers.

The value of understanding adolescent friendship groups in this way is that such a

framework foregrounds the wider social context of the groupings and thus the social

network from which they emerge and with which they intertwine. It enables us to see that
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while the behaviours of young people might seem rebellious and alternative, their actions

can be interpreted as attempts to gain social capital or status in ways that actually cohere

with their parent or familial groupings. Thus, unlike so much earlier research on

adolescent social groups, as I indicated in chapter I, this paradigm places the friendship

units firmly within the parent cultures not as separate subctiltttral expressions of youth

culture. The metaphor also serves as a reminder of the important role that forms of play,

language and gossip serve in the maintenance and exclusivity of such social groupings.

School groups can have a particularly important effect on teenage girls' sense of self

because of this powerful, built-in, concept of exclusion. High school is a time of constant

readjustment and conflicting needs for female adolescents. As indicated earlier in this

thesis, many studies indicate that teenage girls place a higher value than boys on how

others see them and on interpersonal relationships, particularly at a time when they are

likely to be in situations least favourable for such concerns:

Girls might be placed in increased jeopardy both because they value peer opinion

more ('the reflected self'), especially at the point of transition to secondary school

and also because they value body image more at a time when their body is changing

dramatically and social comparisons along this dimension become more problematic

(Hendry et al 1993: 17- 18).

Once into the secondary sector, school becomes a place deeply inflected with gender

Stanworth's (1981) study revealed that

Girls may follow the same curriculum as boys - may sit side by side with boys in

classes taught by the same teachers - and yet emerge from school with the implicit

understanding that the world is a man's world, in which women can and should take

second place (Stanworth 1981: 58).3

By looking closely at these social groupings, within and outside of school, we can see why,

in spite of affirmative action strategies and policies that aim to rectify issues of gender bias

and inequity, girls can still "emerge from school with lthis] implicit understanding" as

indicated above. To do this we need to explore the unwritten or hidden curriculum, that

is, the social values and networks that form and evolve in the classrooms, school yard, on

tThis is not to say in contemporary Australia, at least on the surface, that girls are necessarily underachieving
academically. Over the last few years girls are achieving higher grades at matriculation level than boys -leading to renewed concerns about boys' academic achievements. However a cioser look at the choice of
subjects and future careers that the girls select indicates that they are still tending to choose areas that
emphasise 'traditional' female skills of communication and nurturing over more prestigious future paths.
Furthermore some academics, such as Ian Macdonald, research fellow at Monash University, also suggest that
girls are succeeding because "they are better at conforming to rules". See Coorey 1999: 5.
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the sports field and in the activities that then take place out of school.a Acceptance into the

desirable friendship school groups is dependant upon the individual recognising, adopting

and sometimes internalising the rules and criteria of membership. Most of these rules for
the girls in my fieldwork, related to dominant notions of femininity, particularly in relation

to conventional Western notions of gender relations, because the micro-social friendship

grouping had already appropriated and incorporated these dominant value systems of the

adult world. Concerns about appropriate appearance, leisure activities, musical and

fashion taste, style, general demeanour and sexual relations were central to the most

coveted social groups within each school. This did not mean that the young people

appropriated these criteria unquestioningly. Rather, I suggest that their understanding of
these 'rules' was reflexive and tbeir adherence was contradictory, telling us a great deal

about the porù/er relationships that young women have to come to terms with and which

infuse every aspect of their lives. As Valerie Walkerdine, in discussing teenage girls use of
romantic comics, similarly argued:

This does not mean that the girls simply accept and adapt to these models but that

their adoption of femininity is at best shaky and partial....That the girl appears willing

to accept the position to which she is classically fitted does not...tell us something

basic about the nature of the female body, nor the female mind, but rather tells us of

the power of those practices through which a particular resolution to the struggle is

produced (Walkerdine 1984: 163).

For these reasons, I turn now to focus upon the phenomenon of relatedness from two

interconnected perspectives. Firstly, I develop further the relationship between (selfl)

identity, space and symbolic boundaries by exemplifying the process of social closure. This

is the means by which groups and individuals aim to include and exclude others, denying

all but the selected access to resources and status (Parkin 1979 cited in Nilan 1992). It
demonstrates how a considerable amount of the process of social closure for girls in this

context involves learning, appropriating, adopting and negotiating the required 'feminine

behaviours'. Secondly, I begin to explore the relationship between these friendship groups

alhe t.trn 'hidclen' or 'unwritten' curriculum was an extremely common expression in circulation when I
undertook my teacher training over t\,venty years ago. It referred to the often subliminal or subconscious
messages that students learned that had nothing to do with the official content of the lesson. Some of these
'lessons' were acquired through the teaching styles of the teacher but far more were gained through the
interactions and the power struggles of the students themselves. It was a term originally made popular in 1970s
educational research when awareness ofthe way children learnt and what they learnt was disseminated by such
educators/researchers as Holt, Glass and Bernstein, Neil and Willis. See Connell et al. 1982; Apple 1979;
Bowles, Bowles and Gintis 1976; Branson and Miller 1979. See also Pinar 1996. The term of course is not only
applicabìe to formal education. It can refer to many social situations where the participants learnt the tacit
social rules as opposed to the formal structural rules that are articuìated. My interest and application here is in
exploring why and how these social rules or understandings underpin the social groupings that form within a
school and how they relate to wider social contexts.
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that form and evolve within schools and the larger, often more spectacular, youth

subcultures that are so highly visible in other institutions. It is my contention that far from

being a separate cultural phenomenon, youth styles and groupings are clearly tied in
complex ways to the everyday lived experiences of the young people. Furthermore, the role

and style of young women in different youth groupings tend to be def,rned and constrained

in very similar ways across all social boundaries, for it is here that, as Gilligan argues, girls

"seriously confront the disadvantages of their gender and suffer from a lack of confidence

and a confused sense of selfl' (1990 cited in Hendry et al.7993: l7).

The Fluid Formation of Groups

What are the different teenage groupings and how are they formed? The most signif,rcant

place for friendships during the teenage years is at school. All the girls in my study,

although attending different types of institutions, talked about the various 'groups' within

their own schools. These groups were seen as important and distinctive. Membership and

acceptance within a particular grouping indicated to others that that girl possessed the

ability to relate well, be popular and feel secure inside her own school. Exclusion from a

particular group could mean that the individual could feel and be seen as an outsider to the

school community as a whole. In other words, membership in a particular group signified

social acceptance and acceptability in a far wider context thatjust that particular selection

of friends.

The most frequently mentioned groupings across a number of different types of schools -
state, private, single-sex, co-educational, conservative and progressive defined as

the Trendies or the Cool Gror.tp, the Dntggies or Alternative Group, the Try-hards and

the Dags, Nerds orthe Square Group. I have referred to some of these terms already in

earlier chapters, recorded either in casual conversations or in more forceful condemnations

of others by the various participants. Highly significantly, none of the girls in my study

would define their own groups in these terms - these were the names they gave to other

groups that they did not feel they belonged to, but could refer to and define with confidence

as outsiders. Most of the girls in my fieldwork defined themselves as ordinary or Normals.

After some discussion, a few of the girls would admit rather reticently, that they supposed

their group would have been considered the most popular group but they saw themselves

on the margins of these groups, adding "l am not really trendy".

In South Australian schools, which are my primary focus here, the perceived sharp

boundaries between groupings were particularly pronounced in the middle and senior

school, for students aged from 13 - 16 years. Although there were friendship groupings

in junior school, the girls themselves perceived the boundaries, those invisible borders that
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separated groupings, to be far more fixed and divisive once the students reached secondary

school. Possibly, this was because, in the transition from primary school to secondary school,

the formal structure of the larger institution changed. The student groups were divided and

separated according to subject choice and often academic standard, even in schools which

advocated non-streaming. Furthermore, in high school the schools understandably often

placed children who were considered slow learners into smaller groups so that they could be

taught more effectively or they channelled students identified as gifted or talented into other

special progranìmes. Children perceived as having special talents in music or sport, were

also particularly singled out. This is not to suggest that such differentiation was necessarily

educationally wrong but to point out that segregation of some form always took place. So

unlike elementary schools, where a student may be with the same group of over twenty

children all year for most subjects, in most secondary schools students move from class to

class, from group to group every forty or fifty minutes. It was only in their home-class group

that they met regularly every morning and evening for attendance records and messages.

This effectively meant that a child could be associated with six or seven peer groups,

potentially mixing with eighty different children or more every day.

As in most situations where one finds oneself in a large group of seemingly

undifferentiated people, the students then sought to impose some sort of controllable order,

some sort of differentiation on the mass. That is, they structured their own sense of order

and stratification on these larger groupings to form their own smaller exclusive social units.

In fact, it could be interpreted as the students unconsciously clarifying and exposing the

inherent contradiction in school policy. As indicated above, while most schools espoused

the desirability of equality and uniformity, they simultaneously advocated competition

rather than co-operation, through marking systems, examinations, streaming, grading

procedures, prizes and awards. In other words, the school ideals simultaneously promoted

egalitarianism and yet worked within a hierarchical structure. Even the Student

Representative Councils or prefect systems, supposedly designed to teach and promote

leadership sktlls and democratic representation, operated on a system of differentiation;

the most ostensibly able students in terms of co-operation, reliability, communication

skills - and often the most academically talented - were deemed by the staff to be the

best student leaders.-5 Such was the formal structure of most schools and underneath it,

despite a lauded policy of equally sanctioned diversity, there was a tacit curriculum of
hierarchy, a ranking of students, of which the pupils were well aware.

5 As indicated in earlier chapters Hilary was clearly an undisputed choice for school captain, She was reliable,
hard-working, bright and suitably conformist. Claire also become school captain in her school but hers was a

less straightforward choice as far as the teaching staff were concerned. Although she showed determination,
ambition and public spirit, she had proved herself less clearly academically-able. It was probably her
undisputable prowess in the arena of sport that allowed her to be granted the most prestigious title in the student
community.
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In the playground or school yard, out of the classroom, in the social networks of the school,

emerged a parallel sttucture of hierarchy in the friendship groupings, far more important

to the student body than any meritocracy based on academic achievement. As I outlined

in chapter 1, academic research has frequently interpreted the student styles and

demeanour as anti-establishment, a manifestation of counter-school resistance, a micro or

subculture. However, a closer examination of these groups within the wider context of the

students' everyday experiences, reveals a very different interpretation. Far from expressing

a rejection and contesting of dominant adult values, the student behaviour and style was

actually very closely aligned to meaningful familial, and what was perceived as local

community, values and practices, as I shall demonstrate below.6 Because these groupings

impacted on how the students saw themselves, how individuals understood their self-

worth, the way they perceived and constituted themselves, they had a far greater weight in

the young people's perspectives than their academic progress and success.

From the outside, these friendship groupings seemed quite open and flexible. After all

within the classroom, in different subject classes, different students seemed to sit and chat

together easily. However, the invisible boundaries formed between the social groupings

were perceived by the students themselves as quite rigid and bounded, firmly controlled in

terms of inclusivity and thus also exclusivity. For example, I often asked the teenage

participants in my fieldwork, most of whom as I noted earlier regarded themselves as

belonging to an average or 'normal' group, what would happen if they decided to go and

sit with the most popular group. Each time, there would be a snort of derision and amused

disbelief that I had asked the question. "You just wouldn't!" came the answer. Several

times different students would then try and elaborate and it was always a variation of the

same answer:

Steven

Jane

Helen

You see the Cool Group can go and talk to other groups because they think

the¡, a¡" superio4 better than every one else. But you just can't go and sit

with them.

You'd look a total idiot.

You'd just get 'paid out' out so much.l

One boy assured me that he would get physically attacked if he tried it. Sometimes the

criteria for inclusion were overt and sometimes tacit, but the terms of inclusion were well

6 See Bott 1971 for her distinction between personal values and perceived local community values. This
distinction helps to clarify how 'shared meanings' come to seem more uniform than they are and also points
to the processes of negotiated meanings.
7 At the time of my held work 'paid out' meant, at one end of the spectrum, to be teased. At its most extreme
it meant to be totally derided and humiliated. Usually, unless they were giving me a particularly devastating
example, the girls were suggesting something in between.
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understood by all students. They incorporated what emerged as an often contradictory moral,

economic and social hierarchy. Scott, one of Diane's friends, explained in some detail as he

and his friends tried painstakingly to explain the social networks in the school to me:

Scott It's like a ladder you see. At the top there is the Cool Group, the real

Hard-Core group. Then there are the Druggies (the Cool Group do drugs

too but the Druggies, that's all thq, do). At the bottont there are the Nerds,

the complete losers. In the middle ),ou have tlze Nonnals, like us- the

people who don'1 realL¡,fit into a group.

What about the Try Hards? Where do the1,fit in?

Well, the¡, sort of attach themseLves to the Cool Group. You know hotv little

Jislt anach thentselves to yvhales? Well that's yvhat the Try Hards do. They

think if they hang around long enough they'll become the Cool Group.

Like the word 'Cool' discussed in chapter 3, the epithet 'hard core' again implied an

authenticity, a seemingly solid reality underneath the shifting, ethereal image. Hence the Try

Hards could never become one of the Cool grorp because they only managed to acquire the

external trappings but not the inner core. As with places, as I noted in the previous chapter,

all groups were not created equal, it seemed; some are more equal than others.

Hilary distinguished between about nine recognisable, acknowledged and self-defined

groups in her school at each year level, apart from a few 'floating' individuals who were

not seen as forming a separate group. To an outside observer visiting the school, the hrst

apparent aspect of the phenomenon of the social groupings was that they did exist in a
patently concrete form. The groups manifested themselves by forming a physical unit in
particular places during lunch and recess times.8 In other words, a particular group could

nearly always be found in a specific area. Most students would know where to find another

student during lunch-time because of the group to which that student was known to belong.

In Hilary's school in her year, the group designated as the Cool Group could always be

found on the oval in a particular spot, except in the case of inclement weather in which case

they would be found under the balcony at a different but easily defined area;the Alternative

group regularly sat under the stairs e In Beverley's school the Cool group would always

sit by the school canteen, near some long benches so they could place their school bags

along the wall of the building, symbolically marking off their territory. Thus, around the

school grounds at every school, during recess or lunch breaks the students could be seen

swhen I first started to teach at a girls high school in Adelaide I was struck by the way the girls in that particular
school sat in closed 'neat' circles dotted ove¡ the school concreted areas. It was rather like seeing a particular
pattern of a ritual that hadn't been explained to me yet
n Had I inadvertently joined the 'alternative group' when I sat wìth Janine and her friencls under the stairs at
her school? See chapter 3.

Gerry

Scott
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sitting in large circles or huddles in specific places. Where they sat was as signihcant as

who they were, because it was another expression of their cultural identity and their social

capital within the school community.

The group that was acknowledged as the most popular needed space in order to
accommodate their large numbers, for although membership was particularly limited and

monitored, it was not small. As public acknowledgment was a vital aspect of this identity,

the Cool group also had to be seen to be in a large group in an easily accessible

conspicuous area.'o Fran told me that, in her school, the Cool group was always on the

school oval, which meant that the younger children in the school community could easily

notice and recognise them as being members of the select crowd.

The alternative group, usually called the Druggie or Rebel group - those who tended to

be known by the others as being more frequent users of illicit drugs - would frequently

and understandably inhabit the further recesses of the oval or less accessible corners of the

school building. This group wanted to be less conspicuous as it did not want to attract the

attention of teachers and other authority figures while smoking cigarettes or marijuana or

taking other drugs on campus.

The Art of Being CooI

Every girl in my project talked about social group formation and its importance in the

school and in non-institutionalised leisure activities. Although, in effect, the groupings

could have been regarded as quite fluid networks, in that the students did communicate

with individuals across groups especially outside of school, the students saw the most

popular and highly-regarded groupings as relatively closed and exclusive. While the

groups were thus formed inside school, the criteria of membership were based on leisure

activities outside of school, for what one did defined who one was. The groups 'ù/ere not

regarded as equal and différanc¿ was strictly constructed and rigidly maintained. As

indicated previously, the most popular 'clique', the group with the most numbers and the

one that was held in the highest regard, was frequently talked about - albeit often

ambivalently - as the Cool Gror.tp.

Every girl in my research project could nominate a group from her own school experience

as the Cool Gror.tp, the most popular and coveted group. Although this group was often

'o This is an interesting aspect of the phenomenon of the social groupings which is often overlooked. It is very
important for Íhe Cool GroLqt lo simultaneously stress its superiority and its normality. Therefore it had to be
large enough to appear to portray the yardstick for 'normal' and desi¡able behaviour but small enough to
indicate that the membership is still exclusive.
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given different names in the different schools, such as the Trendies or sometimes by the

names or surnames of 'core' members, the constituency of this group was remarkably

similar across public and private schools. Pam Nilan's (1992) research also identified a

number of self-differentiated peer groups in the Sydney schools she investigated. The

groups defined as the most privileged by her informants were also seen as the most

affluent and they were dubbed The DBZs (The Double Bay Trendies) regardless of where

they actually lived. In that research, the girls who were not DBI's identified the

privileged group members as girls who bought clothes from Country Road and Sportsgirl.

As I suggested previously, expensive clothes indicated a particular aesthetic style. The

overall image here was one of classic conformity and superiority, an image of effortless

high social status. During a discussion abouÍ. Cool Groups, two different girls in my

research, on two separate occasions, asked me if I'd seen the film Heathers. This is a

commercially-released film about a group of girls in a school in America who, believing

themselves superior to the other girls in the school, wrought a powerful, and ultimately
deadly, influence over other students. The fictional group Heathers was thus known

collectively by the same given name (Heather) of each of its members. "It's just like that

in my school," said each of these participants quite independently and seriously. A closer

look at 'the art of being cool' is particularly important as it indicates a number of
lntngulng aspects.

Firstly, it always connoted an image of superiority which although supposedly authentic

and innate, was also paradoxically understood to be mainly constituted through style

and demeanour. Secondly, it always retained the characteristics of the adult cultures

from which it emerged; that is, 'coolness' held a variety of connotations for adolescents

from different cultural and social backgrounds. To illustrate this further, I will look at

three different examples of schools, ones situated in different socio-economic areas

and, having different ideologies and discourses circulating around them, demonstrating

their respective understandings of 'coolness'. However, it is worthwhile firstly to
examine a number of aspects about Cool Gror,tps which seemed common to all the

schools.

' Cool' e quals Self- Po s s e s sion

Firstly, the students who were excluded from the Cool Group saw the inside members as

superior and privileged. They usually expressed an ambivalence about whether they felt
they wanted to be part of this group. Membership for this group was understood by all,

both inside and outside the group, as indicative of a 'natural' ability, an authenticity, an

inherent quality of superiority. As noted in chapter 3, an individual considered to be

socially mature is one who possesses complete control over his/her body. An
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acknowledged member of a Cool Group was assumed to personify these qualities of self-

containment and wholeness."

In all the schools, related to this notion of authenticity and inherent qualities, was the tacit

understanding that membership meant physical attractiveness, especially for girls.

Outsiders often commented that female members of Cool Groups were attractive. The

criterion for this attractiveness was usually only vaguely articulated as it was assumed to

be implicit. It was indeed only articulated when some dispute arose about whether a

person genuinely qualified for membership. Diane and her friends noted that the Cool

Group in her school consisted of all the "beautiful girls and hunky guys". At Beverley's

school, she and her friends seemed to spend a great deal of their recess and lunch times 'on

the outside, looking in'. They commented that they had noticed that all the female

members of the Cool Group in their school, from which they felt they were automatically

excluded through their own physiques, had blonde hair and were "beautifully skinny"r2
'When they occasionally noticed that someone did not quite meet these aesthetic criteria,

they pondered this phenomenon endlessly among themselves, trying to account for what

appeared to be an anomaly in their eyes. They tried desperately to understand what

attributes the girl didhave that gained her entry into the desired circle.

Yet physical attractiveness alone, while present and commented upon, was not seen as the

key attribute. Self-possession and a self-confident demeanour certainly was; Janine,

whom we met earlier and who identified as Nunga, told me that the Cool Gror.tp in her

school, were the "tough, popular girls". Her school was a single sex state school in an

industrial materially-disadvantaged area. The use of the epithet 'tough'in this context did

not necessarily meaning violent or aggressive but had more to do with being street-wise,

having self-control, confidence and easy social skills. Significantly, none in that school's

Cool Group was Nttnga. What was important in that Cool Group was to appear self-

contained, at ease with oneself, nonchalantly unselfconscious, a strong independent

individual. As the sense of self for a girl identifying as Nunga was far more strongly

intertwined with her sense of familial relatedness, her roles and obligations, it was hardly

surprising that the female Aboriginal teenagers did not see themselves, or behave as,

members of the Cool Group, in spite of their frequent posturing and bravado.

From the outside, the Cool Group frequently seemed to be an ideal place. One girl noted

that the people in the Trendy Group always had friends. This was because in each school

the Cool Gror.tp appeared to move around as a unit. They all knew each other, I was told.

lf See earlie¡ cliscussions of the epithet cool in chapfer 3.
12 Again it is important to keep in mind that the criteria of membership Io The Cool Group differed, from
institution to institution according to the most valued attributes and values ofthe parent cultures ofthat school.
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They were close friends together. In more affluent areas, they held parties at one another's

houses. The qualities that coolness implied then were confidence and self-control, and

because group membership seemed effortless it was seen to be a natural quality. Because

of these attributes, they were simultaneously admired, envied and resented by outsiders.

Beverley told me that at the end of the year some of the school leavers, (a number of the

final year students who had nor been members of the select group) had turned a garden

hose on a group of year eleven Trendies, the incumbent Cool Gronp, who were sitting on

a bench one lunchtime. "Everyone around clapped!" she said, in great delight. While
outsiders would like to have the apparent cohesion and social status of the Cool Grocrp,

they simultaneously seemed to detest and resent the effortless control and self-possession

that this group seem to have. Spraying them with water demolished the image of
superiority for a moment and made them look foolish, flustered and out of control. Their
solidarity and containment had 'dissolved' for a few moments.

Getting the Look

lf coolness meant different things in different social networks, this left the young people

in rather a dilemma. How does one acquire the necessary authentic look if it is implied
rather than stated? In fact, if anyone had to ¿sk about the look, or articulated anything that

suggested its construction rather than its natural development, she obviously didn't qualify
as possessing it naturally. Clothes were therefore a key and immediate way of suggesting

knowledge, status and group membership. Outward appearance, the total image, attempted

to reinforce and reflect the self-contained demeanour. In all the discussions about

coolness - whether I was participating and listening or just overhearing discussions, boys

and girls noted that the choice of clothes of the Cool Group indicated their sophistication,

their cultural knowledge, their self-possession. In most cases at the time of my fieldwork,
this meant that the members wore what were, for most teenagers, clothes with brand

names, labels or designs that prominently indicated affluence. So for that particular group

of girls, brand names such as such as Nike, Country Road, Sports Girl, Adidas Equipment,

Mosmo were most commonly worn. For other girls in different schools, as illustrated

below, 'coolness' meant sporting a very different appearance. For example, sometimes it
meant the deliberate choice of 'retro' fashions from Op shops or the sporting of nose or

navel rings. In all cases, the portrayal of the body through clothes, style and image was an

important aspect of the performed right to authentic membership.

In all cases, too, the main image sought was one of individual choice, an implication that

the clothes or physical appearance were making a statement about the wearer's cultural

knowledge and status which the individual chose to emphasise. Even in schools where the

students were obliged to wear uniform, outsiders of the group could identify group
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members just by looking at them. "They are still Trendies, even in their school uniform,"
noted Belinda. The group set the tone of what was supposed to be worn by others if they

wanted to appear knowledgable and culturally aware. They did this by wearing the clothes

or accessories themselves and making derogatory remarks about other styles of clothes and

appearance. Again, these clothes, the style and the demeanour not only suggested group

identity but often hinted at a wider musical fandom and leisure activities as well. So,

Techno or Hip llop music fans tended to wear Adidas tops and Nik¿ shoes. Students

wearing a gneat deal of black, with dyed black hair or heavy black make-up were often

expressing an allegiance with the Goths, Gothic styles and music. Scott, a boy at Diane's

school commented that the Cool Group set the fashion trends, the other people wanted to

wear what the Cool Group wore and "They 'gave you heaps' (harassed or embarrassed

you) if you were wearing other types of clothes". But for many young people acquiring

the clothes simply emphasised the gap between themselves and the high status Cool Group

they were attempting to emulate.

As indicated in chapter 3, clothing and appearance were important for group membership

and acceptance. Getting the appearance, 'the look' right was of course very important. To

make a mistake or to appear as if the style were not 'innate' ran the risk of being known as

a Try-hard. I overheard a number of young people talking about fashionable clothes

amongst themselves, and discussing what look made people appear Cool or trendy. On
joining the conversation, I pointed out that I had seen a number of Nunga girls wearing

exactly the same clothes as they were describing. Did this make fhe Nunga girls Cool or

trendy? "No" came the reply. "They would still be Nunga". Clothes alone did not 'make

the man'- or in this case the authentically Cool person.

In a different context, I was talking with Grace about some young people in the city, whom

she disparagingly called Townies. Many of them, like her friends with whom she spent so

much time and like Pat's group of friends, the Ravers, wore Adidas Equipment tops and

baçgy trousers. To my uninitiated eye, the appearance of these three groups looked the

same. Grace insisted that these other people in the city were dffirent. "They are Try-

Hards," she said f,rrmly. And as I said I was still confused, she tried to explain further:
"Try-Hards means someone might wear the same clothes and even the way they wear their

hats - but you know it's not really them. Townies (these Try Hards) always hang around

outside Myers and just talk. They don't do anything."

What one did, combined with what one wore, created the core of authenticity necessary to

become aparticularkindof person. Aslightdeviationandonewasbranded asaTryHard.
The search for the right look and demeanour was important since it affected who one was

allowed to be, where one could go and with whom one could be seen. This leads us on to

consider the difficulties some young people had in trying to fit in with their particular
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groupings. I turn now to a more detailed look at the schools of four different girls from
my fieldwork - Hilary, Diane, Sara and Fran. What will become clear is that one cannot

understand the rules and tacit criteria of membership of the girls' groupings, and therefore

the role this plays in their particular self-making, unless one also explores the wider social

context of their school's local community.

Hilary's School Groups

Hilary's school was a large state co-educational institution on an attractive campus.

Sandwiched in between two main roads in the more affluent Eastern suburbs of the city,

the school had incorporated some older heritage buildings as part of its campus but was

also composed of some more modern, though still aesthetically-pleasing, buildings. The

more recent brick and glass buildings, facing on to one of the main roads, were surrounded

by large green-grassed areas through which a stream meandered so that parts of the

grounds seemed almost park-like. There were also good sports' facilities for soccer,

Australian rules football and tennis. Despite its good academic reputation, position and

popularity comparatively few of the students at the school came from extremely affluent

backgrounds. This was possibly because there were several private high schools in the area

that were able to attract more affluent students. Hilary's own family's hnancial situation

was not particularly good; she lived in a small house not far from the school with her

mother and younger brother and was a recipient of AusStudy, a means-tested, federally-

funded financial support system for students. Although the school was zoned, it attracted

many students from wider afield because of its specialist music programs. Indeed, several

children from less privileged backgrounds were able to gain access to the school and its

facilities through music scholarships.r3

Yet, it also had a reputation for affectation among the student population, within and

outside its community; it was known as the 'Clayton's' or 'pseudo' private schoolla as

many students felt that the tacit ideology of the school was an elitist, exclusive one it
wanted tobe seen publicly as a private school. With concern about public image, uniform
and overtly disciplined behaviour, academic results, awards and formal prizes were a vital
part of the overt structure and the circulated discourse within the school. Certainly, the

school community consisted of many students whose parents would have preferred that

t3B..uu..ofitsgreatpopularity,studentshadtolivewithinthezonedareainordertogainentry. Otherscould
also apply for a music scholarship or could sometimes enter by direct appeal to the principal.
laAn olcl advertisement for a non-alcoholic beverage was popular some years ago. The slogan ran "Clayton's,
the drink for when you're not a having a drink." The epithet 'Clayton's' then started to mean pretence or
suûogacy in popular discourse and became a common disparaging description for this school, among students
and school teachers.
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their children had attended a private school for reasons of status, or because they believed

the children would have gained an academic advantage there, but who couldn't afford the

high fees that that would have entailed. In spite of these reservations, or maybe because

of them, Hilary enjoyed her school, was a high achiever and had always been an active,

prominent member of the student representative council. In her final yeaq as stated earlier,

she became school captain (head girl) a prestigious and highly sought after position of
responsibility and leadership. In order to be eligible for such a position a student had to

be selected by her peers and have her election approved by the staff, who behind the closed

doors of the staff room undoubtedly had the ultimate power of veto.

The wavering line between the school's concerr with outward signs of conformity and

status and yet its appeals to egalitarianism - appeals to inclusion and exclusion

simultaneously - was reflected in the relations between the students themselves. The

'unwritten'or'hidden'curriculum', mentioned above, worked its way through the social

networks of the students, playing itself out in the friendship peer groups of the school yard.
'What is important for my purposes here, is the way the polyadic school friendship

groupings intertwined with the girls' dyadic friendships, discussed in the previous

chapters, and how both of these types of relationships had profound effects on the way the

girls saw themselves.

Hilary identif,red the Cool Group in her school by the surnames of two of the core

members because that was how that group identified itself and was nick-named by others.

Despite the fact that she defensively described herself as on the margins of this group,

acknowledging perhaps the potential derogatory connotation of such membership ("I'm
nor really part of the group"), it was the social group in which she spent most of her

leisure time. The fact that the members were known in this instance by their family names

rather than their given names was significant. Because the members of the Cool Group

spent a great deal of time together at one another's houses, having parties and developing

romantic attachments amongst themselves, the parents of the group members were very

aware of who was in the group and who was not. Parents were also aware that the group

was highly regarded within the student body and often by the school staff themselves -
after all many leaders from the student body were group members. I was told of parental

approval of the group, encouragement for the young people to stay as an exclusive unit and

parents sometimes vetoing who should or should not be in the group. This was not difficult
for a parent to do since as noted earlier, parties and other social occasions took place at the

students' family homes and so parents would strongly discourage access to particular

students through their own children. In return, parents were often tolerant of alcohol,

cigarettes and marijuana being consumed at these parties because they reasoned, they were

present at the house and could'supervise'. Little formal supervision would actually take

place - students were frequently drunk or similarly affected by drugs - as these parents
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tended to believe that, because these activities took place within the domestic sphere, they

were allowing the adolescents the necessary freedom to experiment safely with drugs.

Thus individuals in this group received a great deal of emotional support and

encouragement to remain as a closed unit, from their families, the school authority figures

and therefore also each other, and thus sustained their sense of status and superiority.r5

Some students who were excluded from this popular group referred to its members in a
derogatory fashion as the 90210 Group after the popular American teenage soap opera

Beverley Hills 90210. Such a title deserves a closer examination as it highlights the

ambivalence towards the group by the outsiders;just as audiences of the soap opera itself

speak of their viewing as an almost furlive pleasure, in such terms as, "I know it's stupid

but ..." so these girls talked about the Cool Group from which they were barred, with

admiration mixed with distain. Their comments reminded me of the famous Groucho

Marx quip, "I wouldn't want to belong to any club that allowed me to be a member."r6 The

ambivalence arose because firstly, within the context of this particular school, rhe Cool

Gror,tp contained the members of the student body who were seen as the most confident

and the most sophisticated. They were notably at ease with their own bodies, their peers

and with most adults and therefore had acquired an admirable level of communication

skills. Usually the group contained several people who were school prefects or members

of the S.R.C. (the Student Representative Council), and therefore were regarded by the

adult authorities as responsible and student leaders of the school community. They knew

how to balance the demands of the adult world and the student world - innocuously

'naughty' they experimented with social drugs such as marijuana and alcohol, which as I
noted above, their parents sanctioned. In this way the group could socialise, seem to

experiment with 'alternative selves' without simultaneously becoming a threat to the adult

world and contesting authority and middle class values. To appropriate adult values too

much was to become a Square or a Nercl. To flout adult values too much was to be

considered a rebel - to belong to an alternative, perhaps a Druggie Group. The popular

Cool Group knew how to play the system just right.

Secondly, like the characters in the fictional teenage soap opera, to the outside 'audience'

the group members, particularly the girls, appeared exceptionally and 'naturally'

physically attractive. Simultaneously, the Cool Group itself, by its very possession of
these coveted qualities, qualities seen as inherent rather than acquired, thus automatically

excluded this outside grouping, designating them as clearly 'other'. The supposed

authenticity of the clique members is a vital clue to understanding their power. If one is

rs See Donzelot 1979 for an early discussion of this phenomenon.
16 Groucho, as a Jew, was originally referring to a club that would not permit Jews as members. The quip has
therefore several interesting shades of possible interp¡etation.
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understood to be a member of a closed group through qualities that one has acquired from

birth not through hard work, it establishes one's membership and status as inalienable and

non-contestable. Hence, the outsiders simultaneously both desired and rejected the Cool

Group in order to preserve their own sense of self. They would have liked to be members

of the popular clique, but had to find ways to deride it. In this particular case, the nick-

name, 90210, implied that the group was considered pretentious (not really authentic),

theatrical, insular and that they were inordinately preoccupied with their relationships, a

real-life version of a teenage television melodrama.

The invisible boundaries of the groups were tightly maintained; one could not just join a
group, one had to be approved, meet the necessary criteria and be invited in. Of course

by definition, not all people can be deemed eligible for membership because then the

cultural capital necessary for membership would be devalued. In a co-educational school

the Cool Gror.tp was always mixed with fairly equal numbers of boys and girls. The

prerequisite for a girl being fully integrated into the group ,was that she had a boyfriend

(usually from within the group) and that she was prepared to accept the social norms of the

group. In Hilary's school, as already indicated, this meant sharing social drugs such as

alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana and being involved with some level of sexual activity

with one's boyfriend. A girl could enter the group though her boyfriend; a boy from the

group could introduce her to the group and if she was deemed acceptable to the group she

could gain and retain membership even after the initial relationship had broken down.

The group members talked about the group, and was viewed from the outside, as unified

and possessing cohesive values, but from the inside not all members felt so secure about

their status. As indicated earlier, Hilary told me she often felt on the margins of the group,

because she did not take any drugs at all. When her friendship broke down with two

'central'members, Hannah and Melanie, she felt even less secure within the group. It was

only after she and a male group member started to date as boyfriend and girlfriend that she

felt she was accepted more into the group. Sandy, her former friend, began to behave more

warmly and affectionately towards her. She told Hilary that now that they both had

boyfriends, they could be friends again. She was told that now their friendship would be

"more sophisticated" rather than childish.

Diane's School Groups

Diane's school was in a far less affluent area than Hilary's institution, situated in one of the

newer Northern-Eastern Suburbs. In many ways it seemed an institution of glaring

contradictions. The school sat uneasily in an economically-deprived, high unemployment

area on the edge of some newly-established housing estates. The latter contained
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ostentatiously large, often flamboyantly designed, houses on small blocks built there

because the land was cheap and therefore new homes were affordable for greater numbers.

Drawing on both working-class and lower middle class areas, it seemed to have an uneasy

mix of established small group communities, mainly from British backgrounds, an

unskilled and semi skilled work force and the unemployed, and newer families struggling

with large mortgages and upwardly mobile aspirations.lT The school believed it had a more

affluent population than it actually hadr8 but in fact during 1995, thirty percent of the

school population were welfare card holders re

V/hen the school had been built twenty years earlier, the area was known locally as the

New Large Mortgage Belt, indicating that quite a few new large houses had been built by

small business holders primarily interested in material acquisitions. Since the recession of
1986, many of the small businesses had failed or were struggling; families still saw the

school as a possibility for material advancement for their children but the parents

themselves had little previous history or experience of education beyond secondary

school. Education was seen as a commodity; children were encouraged to stay on at

school by their parents to "get year twelve" qualihcations but there was little understanding

about the education system, how it worked and what was necessary at home to help their

children succeed. Nor was there much expectation that the children should proceed to

tertiary institutions other than for strictly short term vocational training. The large quantity

of material goods I had noticed at Diane's house, for example, the three television sets, the

computer, the video recorder, the mobile phone, was typical of the kind of provisions

parents were making for their children, whether they could afford the goods or not.20 Many

of the students grew up expecting a higher standard of living, including expensive,

fashionably-labelled clothes because it was seen locally as a sign of prestige and

outward success.

Almost the entire school population was originally from Anglo-Celtic backgrounds. I was

told proudly (and unwittingly, hilariously) by one of the school counsellors that there was

"half anAboriginal child" attending the school. As mentioned in chapter 2, the school had

suffered a severe blow to its reputation the year before my fieldwork, through an

unpleasant and dangerous incident; a student had held teachers and pupils at bay for

liDuring conversations with administrators and teachers from this school, the staff spoke about the schooì
population as though a large number of the children in the school were from affluent homes. This was in stark
contrast to the statistical information available on the school area provided by the local council.
l8 Several teachers told me that the families of chilclren who came from that area had 'too much money'. See
below for a further explanation of this.
re Information providecl by the school counsellor.
20one of the school counsellors told me that on 'civvies' day (clays when the chilclren could come to school out
of school uniform usually for a small fee that is donated to charity) some children came to school wearing
shoes that were known to cost over two hundred dollars. I learnt that other children, shamed by their inability
to compete, stayed away, their parents conceding that it was better to stay at home on occasions such as that.
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several hours with a loaded shot gun. Although no-one was badly injured, at the time of
my research after the incident the school still smarted from the sensational headlines

plastered across the tabloids and in the electronic media. It still had a perceived reputation

for violence and drugs according to both present students and children from other schools.

Because of this concem about real and potential violence many parents came to pick up

their children by car after school, even when the children lived near enough to walk home.

Violence was a very real issue for many of the pupils, as I noted in earlier chapters, as

domestic violence or physical attacks among themselves were a common way of handling

disputes and discipline problems at home.

Another idiosyncratic aspect of the school was its sense of territory and isolation. Because

of the local large shopping centre and other facilities like the swimming and leisure centre,

many families did not venture out of the area. Children had grown up there, gone to

various primary schools in the vicinity and then on to the high school. The pupils of the

high school retained fierce loyalty to their friends from primary school, and friendship

groups were formed on that basis. Outside of school they would meet up again with their

original primary school friends even when those friends rrvere now at a different high

school. Friendship groupings were very much defined according to'protecting one's turf',
sharing the common childhood experience of location and perceived sense of community.

The recorded academic outcomes of the school, in terms of which students went on to
tertiary education, were not high but a relatively high proportion of students did stay on to

complete their year twelve certificate.zl Diane told me several times that the school was an

"academic school". Parents expected that the children would gain white collar employment

as a result of the education system. In other words, the purpose of school for the parent

population, was the 'good job' the students should gain at the end of the time spent there,

even though the area itself was one of high unemployment. This very utilitarian view of
school and education in general was parallel to the evidence of material goods in the home.

Material goods were a sign of success. Professionalism was not an outcome that was

particularly sought after. Success for girls meant employment in the hospitality or service

industry or other white collar jobs, until they were married and had children.

As described in chapters 2 and chapter 5, not far from the school was a major shopping

centre where many of the school's pupils gathered either after or during school time. It was

seen by the police and youth workers as a meeting place for troubled, and often offending

young people. It was this same shopping mall that I described earlier and recounted

'cruising'with the itinerant youth workers. Close by, there was also aYouth Crisis Shelter

"134 children out of a total school population of 923 in 1994.
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available for young people in trouble or in difficulties. In many ways the glitter and sparkle

of the shopping centre seemed to epitomise the area itself, a facade of respectability and

seeming affluence that concealed the social issues, anxieties and distress beneath.

The school had been built in 1915, the double storey glass and cement buildings reflecting

the utilitarian and fairly austere design. Diane was in a large, all female group at school

when I first met her. "We like being in an all girls' group," she told me "because we can

talk and the boys aren't really mature enough".22 However, as she moved up through the

school, she discovered that acceptable and desirable femininity in her world meant regular

and publicly-acknowledged relationships with the opposite sex. To be accepted and viewed

as 'normal', one was assumed either to have a boyfriend or be seeking a boyfriend.

Temporal gaps between relationships seemed to cause great apprehension and concem;

Diane anxiously talked about these times as those interludes when she was "single again".

When Diane did not have a boyfriend she would spend a great deal of her time looking for
a suitable candidate, as did most of her friends. To be without a male partner could leave

one open for concerns about one's sexual preference or orientation, as I noted earlier.

Gradually over the next year she moved into a larger mixed group. At first, they sat near

the administration block and over a period of time, moved their territory to the grassed

oval, a move that symbolically stressed a more confident progression out into the public

arena. It was in this group that Diane acquired her "first serious boyfriend". He was at

another school but was close friends with members of this new group and so she got to

know him through them. This also meant she was automatically included in their activities

outside of school and had gained new status in their eyes. It certainly wasn't designated

as the Trendy Group and neither was it the hard-working Nerd Group, so it was

comfortably acceptable. At first, she felt comfortable in their company because she had

known several members for a long time.

Later, however, two different incidents concerning prospective boyfriends greatly affected

how comfortable she felt with her other friends and affected her membership of her group

as a whole. Anna and Diane were talking amongst themselves about Diane's current

infatuation with a boy at school. He had been informed about her interest through some

mutual friends but had said that their relationship "wouldn't work". Anna explained why.

"The groups are too different," she said. "His group do different things (from Diane's

group). He's in a 'bad' group". This meant he was into drug taking, anti-authority

t) _- ." This is an interesting insight about the role of talk or gossip in female culture - not as something that is
trivial but something that indicates maturity. See chapter 7 where discussion of language through gossip and
music are dealt with in mo¡e detail. See also Brown 1990 for a detailed discussion of women's gossip and its
relationship to carnival and self-making.
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activities inside and outside of school. Diane didn't say anything. I was reminded of an

earlier comment of hers when, sighing over her relationship with Helen, she had told me

plaintively that "bad girls seem to have more fun and get the exciting guys".23 Diane

resigned herself to knowing that she would not be welcome in his group and that he would

not fit into hers.

The second incident involved another boy. Diane decided that she really liked a younger

boy in the school. "He seemed nice and a gentleman," said Diane when she first got to know

him. They eventually arranged to go to the cinema together and although they seemed to

have a good time as far as she was concemed, he suddenly told her at the end of the date,

that he didn't "like her like that" (ie romantically). She was mortified especially as she felt

she had clearly indicated to him that she was really attracted to him. The next week the

situation became worse as the boy attached himself to Diane's group. Because he was

physically attractive and confident, he made the transition smoothly, easily accepted into her

circle of friends despite his younger age. Yet not withstanding their earlier friendship, he

now ignored her. From her comments to me I understood she felt extremely embarrassed

and compromised. Her friends turned their attention to him, patently enjoying his company.

Diane felt totally humiliated. She had already been embarrassed by an unrequited

relationship, felt he regarded her as a 'slut' as she was too easy to attract, and now she was

being ignored within her own group. Suddenly she did not 'fit' into her own circle of

friends. She was the stranger. "I feel like I'm invisible," she said.

This line that divides acceptance and rejection in groups was not fixed even though the

girls saw the criteria as based on innate personal attributes, individuals being viewed as

'naturally' talented, intelligent, attractive, 'trendy'. Rather it was fluid, wavering and

continually contested. The assumption of shared values and meanings could be broken

down rapidly and unexpectedly even when one had been quietly observing and trying to

absorb the 'rules' for inclusion, as we already saw in Hilary's case. A detailed look at

Sara's dilemma illustrates another such occasion.

Sara's School Groups: a search for belonging

Sara had been at a more academic state school in the North-Eastern section of the city. The

school was actually created through a State-directed, economically-enforced amalgamation

of two very different schools from quite discrete social locations. One area had much

greater cultural diversity, for example, than the other, the school population being

23 See chapters 2 and 3
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constituted from a considerable range of ethnic backgrounds. She had been reasonably

happy at her first school because it was smalle¡ friendlier, less academic and the students

were able to communicate easily with the staff. "We called many of them by their first

names - and we certainly knew what their first names were," she said. However, on her

progression to the high school campus she became extremely unhappy.

The school was far larger and more competitive. She said they met a great deal of "school

prejudice". The students from the second school had apparently publicly protested against

the amalgamation as they felt the first school would bring down their academic reputation.

The head master who had apparently condoned the protesting then became the principal of

the new amalgamated school, so it was obvious, Sara felt, that there would be prejudice

there. Note again this was a pr.blic protest, presumably meaning that parents and teachers

of the second school would have been setting the tone and values of the institution. The

second school was large and impersonal, and school groups were quite rigid and exclusive.

"It saw itself as a private college (academic, exclusive, elitist) without really having the

money," Sara commented, "and f elt we were not good enough for it".2a

Although there were probably as many Indian and Vietnamese students at her new campus

as at her former one, there were far greater numbers of pupils dividing off into cliques and

a far greater informal division of students into friendship groupings, along ethnic and

perceived social lines. Among the most predominant groups, there was again the Cool

Group; "rich kids," said Sara "who have the money to look good and spend on the latest

fashions. They have all the cute guys and girls." Several of the Student Representative

Council members were in this school group. Several other groups that she identified

included the Dntggie¡ which was seen as the exciting alternative group. This group in

Sara's school, unlike its counterpart in Hilary's school, did not have the sanction of the

adult world. And then there was the group that everyone felt were losers, the Dags or the

N"rdy Group; students who belonged to this group worked conscientiously to achieve

academic success.

Although as indicated above, the school body seemed to see itself as a high-achieving,

academic school, the most overtly hard-working students were not the most popular. Again

'coolness' invoked notions of natural qualities and authenticity not acquired skills; the

most popular students were the ones who achieved seemingly without effort and could

appear to be generally at ease in their social networks as well. This is probably why

students who are successful sports people are nearly always included inthe Cool Group.

'o Note how she sees herself here right on the margins of this senior high school campus. The cJominant value
system of the school doesn't seem to apply to her.
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Sara felt she had very few friends in her new campus and saw herself as the victim of racial

slurs and prejudice, both from some teachers and some students. "The teachers are into

discipline," she said, "and you have to call the male teachers, Slr." Apart from the colour

of her skin, she said, she also felt different because she had different values and indulged

in different leisure activities from most of the students at this school. At first she joined

rhe Druggies of the high school as that was where several of her former friends had gone

and "I just went along with them." But soon she felt an outsider from that group and any

other group open to her. "I'm not into drugs or fashion, so what else is there?" she asked

me rhetorically. On another occasion she noted plaintively, "they're into parties and I'm
into performing (Cirkidz) ".

Into Fran's School Group

Finally, in her last year of school she decided to transfer to Fran's school. Fran's school

was very different from Hilary's and from Diane's. It was a single-sex state girls High

School, one of the few remaining in South Australia, founded on feminist principles with

the aim of empowering girls.2s Its information brochure asserted that it was a school that

"encouraged academic excellence at all levels and develops an awareness of the changing

choices available to women in our society". Most of the students were there because their

parents decided that educationally and ideologically it was the place for them to be. This

was indicated by the fact that despite its less than salubrious location, it attracted the

children of several tertiary-educated parents. A relatively small school on the edge of the

more leafy affluent suburbs, the campus sat on a busy main road near the local railway

station. The school seemed hemmed in by the busy, dusty street along which trucks and

buses thundered throughout the day. It was plainly a commercial area as opposed to the

quieter residential area where Hilary's school was positioned and contrasted markedly with

that school's immediately pleasing aesthetic presence. Apart from a modern double storey

brick and glass block, there were several older low brick buildings and quite a number of
transportable class rooms, rectangular prefabricated wooden and tin-roofed structures

huddled against one end of the small sports oval.

Its stated aim, as implied above, was to teach its students to actively challenge and questron

traditional societal values, particularly those that effectively subordinated or curtailed

women's opportunities and advancement. Thus the curriculum stressed nontraditional

subjects for girls and the school ethos emphasised co-operation rather than competition.

25At the start of my irelclwork there were three such state high schools in South Australia but durìng the time
of my project one was closed by the State government, due to lack of numbers. This school was certainly the
only one that attracted a more educated and middle class clientele.
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While not a religious school, being a state rather than a church-affiliated institution, it did

have a number of children from a small Christian fundamentalist sect among its ranks.

These children were easily identified through their unusual dress code - overtly modest

long-sleeved, lengthened gaments and small head scarves. As the school did not have a

religious instruction syllabus, one presumes that apart from its single sex status, the parents

of these girls sent their daughters to the school for the tolerance and humanistic education

they assumed they would receive. Children travelled from all over the metropolitan area

and beyond to attend the school.26 The potential was there for girls from many different

backgrounds to take advantage of the more progressive curriculum.

Yet there still seemed to be a predominance of Anglo-Australian children. I saw very few

non-European faces amongst the students, although the school did have specialist facilities

and programmes to teach children from non-English speaking backgrounds. It could have

been that many parents, especially from migrant backgrounds, still sought a far more

traditional curriculum, a more disciplined and less liberal approach or one with a more

overt religious basis, for their daughters.

Despite the stress on co-operation, the emphasis on egalitarianism, negotiation and

tolerance, hierarchical school groupings still existed at Fran's school. But the quality of
'coolness', the attribute of the most popular group, as one might expect, was very different

in style, values and behaviour from that of Hilary's or Sara's former school. For the

individuals in this school, tobe'cool'meant to be not simply non traditional but actively

anti-fraditional in terms of codes of femininity; that is, to be unsophisticated, although still
greatly interested in and aware of the opposite sex; to talk freely and openly about sex and

sexual encounters; to be scathing about what they perceived as usual female

preoccupations with fashion and weight. It would seem, just as in Hilary's school, that the

Cool Group had absorbed and were reproducing the same value systems and ideals of their

parents. What would have been seen as oppositional in some other schools was seen here

as acceptably alternative in this environment. Again membership of the most popular and

coveted group in this school was constituted by some of the most able and confident

students - seemingly at ease with both peers and adults.

Fran took the video camera to the school one day to film her friends. Most of this section

of her video is of her group sitting outside where they usually congregate on the oval.

What is immediately striking to the casual observer is the body and verbal language of the

'úIh" info.*otion booklet informs prospective parents that it "caters forALL girls wishing to have single sex
education. Students travel from as far away as Gawler and Strathalbyn. Many students travel by privately
chartered buses from the southern suburbs; others travel from the hills and surrounding suburbs by train or bus"
(emphasis in the original).
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girls. The film provided many examples of totally uninhibited use of sexual innuendo and

swearing. One of her friends was filmed telling a joke to the rest of the girls, urged on by

the others and, no doubt, by the presence of the camera itself. "How do you know when

someone has had oral sex with a chicken?" she asked. Then she coughed out of her mouth

bits of torn yellow paper to the great delight and amusement of her classmates. Someone

asked her who had told her the joke. "My mother," she replied, to more squeals of mirth.

The girls used "fuck" or "fucking" as the most frequent and regular epithet whatever they

were talking about and their general conversation centred on their sexual relationships

outside of school.

Into Fran's reasonably established group came Sara, the move occurring during the last

part of my fieldwork after I had already known both girls for over a year. She had heard

a Ereat deal about the school from Fran and Hannah a¡ Cirkidz and felt, with these friends

there already, she would have a happier and an easier social time there. At first, there

followed a very easy transference into this social group of high status in the school; she

seemed accepted and felt quite at ease. Not completely at ease though. Sara was aware

that in general she should stay respectfully in the margins, not assuming that every joke or

every activity included her.27

She had thought she had understood the banter, the sexual innuendos of the group, what

was and what was not appropriate behaviour in this circle of friends. However, one day

when I telephoned her, about four months after her starting in the school, she indicated she

was feeling quite mixed-up and upset. She said she was feeling very confused about who

she was and her sense of identity. I immediately assumed this was about her being adopted

from Nepal, as this had intermittently been a source of confusion and uncertainty for her.

She would talk to me about her background, and her occasional feelings of difference and

the emotional insecurity that she felt flowed from this. However, when she did talk in
detail to me about this particular incident, its source was far more complex. In her attempt

to get closer to her new friends, she had given some flowers to another girl in the group.

The flowers had been growing wild around Sara's house so she picked them as she left
home in an impulsive gesture. The girl had mentioned the day before that she liked
flowers. When Sara arrived at school that day and presented them, the recipient was taken

back. "Why are you giving these to me?" she asked, apparently shocked and embarrassed.

Sara guilelessly replied, "because you said you liked flo'wers."

After that Sara suddenly found herself ostracised from the group - people didn't speak to

her and wouldn't sit with her. Too much on the margins to ask why, she accepted her

"Thir b.li"f obout appropriate behaviour ancl the following story were relateil to me by Sara a few months later
when she started to talk about her experience in the group.
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rejection stoically at hrst simply feeling confused and alone. Finally, another girl from the

group explained Sara's mistake. The present of the flowers had been taken, together with

other comments that Sara had made inadvertently as jokes, or had been interpreted out of
context, to suggest that she was "coming on to the other girl".28 In other words, she was

being accused of being a lesbian. What Sara found difficult was not the inappropriate

interpretation of her gesture but rather the complex and contradictory reaction to this; it
was as if the social rules had suddenly been changed, or more accurately, that she had

misinterpreted the 'rules' that she had just started to believe she had understood and

mastered. Her comments and actions had branded her as an outsider to the group again.

The group had seemingly prided itself, in its shared conversations and attitudes, in being

cool about alternative sexualities, preferences and orientations. The school, as indicated

earlier, encouraged tolerance and openness in all aspects of identity, and several girls in the

school, even at that relatively early age, admitted openly to identifying as lesbians, two

even pairing off as partners. What had been discussed, gossiped about and expressed about

other girls in terms of interesting speculation and acceptance of difference, was suddenly

not deemed appropriate behaviour for their own circle. Sara had unwittingly exposed a

raw nerve - the assumed shared values and feelings of the group were suddenly not quite

so invariable and immutable as they had thought.

Discussion:' Coolness' revisited

A number of aspects emerge from this overview of four girls in four different school

groupings. To belong to a particular desirable school friendship group meant to accept and

seek to attain specific goals and group norrns. Note that in Hilary's school the most

coveted group resonated with the middle class adult values - friendship sanctioned and

encouraged by significant adults, leisure activities taking place within the homes,

acceptance and tolerance of 'soft' social drug taking. The clothes worn by this group

required independent income or parental contribution. The group \üas perceived by

outsiders as being physically attractive, judged according to a fashionable, commodified

yardstick - the girls being skinny, blonde, confident and stylish in dress. Many of the

parents were professional, two income families, although not necessarily comprising two

biological parents; many of the families were blended. While the female role models were

professional women, to be accepted into the desirable social circles, to be regarded as

sophisticated and mature, the girls had to be seen with a boyfriend.

28 For example, on one occasion when one girl had made a comment about sexual orientation that was meant
to be a joke, which was common in the group, Sara had added a further remark thinking that she was
compounding the humour. Inadvertently she had stepped over an invisible boundary about who can say what
to whom within the group.
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Diane's world had different values and a different discourse of adolescence and femininity

circulating through it. Few of the significant adults in her world were professional. Most

- when they were employed - were skilled or semi-skilled work people. Most of the

women saw their role of mother, housewife and home-keeper as paramount. Youth

unemployment and juvenile crime were prevalent, violence in and out of the home was

openly talked about. The Cool Group in Diane's world were the 'Surfies' - again

physically attractive young people who emphasise a world of leisure not work.

Establishing oneself as a young female adult again involved being 'attached' to a male.

And what of Fran and Sara's group? Even in this feminist, more progressive and all female

world, femininity, particularly in relation to masculinity, was clearly circumscribed and

defined. How is it these norrns were so powerful and namowly defined? What was the

process that enabled the friendship groups to work and control so effectively? The first step

to understanding this process is to reject the analytical frameworks that attempt to see

adolescent life styles as totally separate entities from their familial backgrounds and values.

Critiquing S ub cultural The ory

There has been a tendency in the most influential approaches to youth culture to

concentrate on the youth cultural practices at the expense of the cultural context out

of which the young people have come (Stratton 1993: 88).

The connection between young people's social, class and cultural backgrounds and the

particular friendship and youth subcultures they belong to, is not a new idea. In earlier

explorations of youth culture, Stanley Cohen (1912; 1980) noted that "these youth cultures,

although located in forms of spectacular consumption are nevertheless not independent

totalities but have a basis in traditional social practices" (1980, cited in Stratton 1992:21).

Yet this insight has tended to be subsumed in other, contemporary and later studies and

analyses of what came to be understood as youth subcultures.

Observations and analyses of friendships and friendship groupings in previous studies of
young people in Western industrialised countries have commonly tended to be framed

within subcultural theory. In this paradigm, young people are seen to be self-consciously

and symbolically expressing the difficulties and struggles of a dominant parent culture, in

particular the academic framing was in terms of working class struggle against the

dominant culture that has marginalised and subordinated them. Patently and obviously

failing at middle-class standards of steady employment, education and economic security,

the young people \Mere seen as expressing their discontent at the social injustice by

embracing values and aesthetics that are clearly antithetical to middle-class mores. Such
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discontent was expressed frequently in riots, (such as the notorious Mods and Rockers

fights on British beaches in the 1960s), aggression, risk-taking behaviour including sexual

promiscuity, and other anti-social acts against the establishment, creating a series of
moral panics.

These behaviours were analysed and dissected in detail in the print and broadcast media,

reflected in many films and television programmes of the period, condemned by church

groups and debated in governments as "the Youth problem". The classic influential British

texts such as Resistance through Rituals (Hall and Jefferson 1976) and Subculture

(Hebdige 1979) examined the spectacular, mainly male post-war subcultures, drawing

upon revised Marxist theoretical frameworks. The argument ran that the youth subcultures

such as Teddy Boys, Skin Heads, Rockers, Bikies which had engendered such moral panics

were the result of fundamental changes to the class structure; as the economy changed so

did the traditional housing, communities and culture of working-class Britain. This social

disruption, it was argued, was played out in the streets by working class youths who were

resisting the changes and reclaiming and reappropriating the public tenitory as their own.

Thus Youth from the 1950s onwards, with early studies of working class youth, particularly

boys, in gangs and disaffected groups were read as manifestations of social injustice, the

most powerless of society's young people fighting back in the only ways available to them.

'Resistance' became the key theoretical word.

Paul Willis (1977) constructed a similar argument in his study of working class 'lads' in

London. In this case study the boys were seen as resisting the middle class values and

opporlunities through their rejection of education but thus simultaneously because of this

'resistance' they ultimately were actively implicated in bringing about their own

entrenchment in unemployment and impoverishment. Because of the implicit
romanticisation of the subcultures by the early researchers, the manifestations of the group

behaviour - even acts ofjuvenile delinquency such as racist attacks, riots and violence -
were celebrated as "resistance through rituals".

The Problem o.f Style

In this way, a great deal of the earlier research into Youth inherited a particular model of
alienation and class struggle. Style, image and violence were often seen as resistance to

the dominant ideologies of the day. As heralded in chapter 1, the theoretical basis of such

research was (neo)Marxist, originally associated with the Centre for Contemporary

Cultural Studies. In this paradigm, sample groups of 'problem' young people, usually

working class and predominantly male, such as those in street gangs, were conceived and

defined as a subculture, a discrete group in its adoption of particular cultural codes such
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as appearance, music and language and culturally separate and distinctive from the wider

parent culture. In this framework too, the young people were analysed separately from

their familial backgrounds, often in quite simplistic ways.

Through this logic, a diverse group of individuals are transformed into and positioned

as, a discrete identity, seemingly with specific codes of behaviour and ways of

relating to the outside world (Tait 1993: l).

Earlier insights, such as Stanley Cohen's (1980) as noted above, had pointed to the inherent

links of youth culture and style to parent cultures:

a given life style is actually made up of a number of symbolic subsystems, and it is

the way in which these are articulated in the total life style that constitutes its

djstinctiveness (Cohen 1980: 83 cited in Stratton 1992).

However, this perception became overtaken by a focus on the so-called spectacr,ilar

youth subcultures and thus the symbolic systems of meaning; as noted earlier, these

were seen as particularly working-class youth subcultures, so researchers began to

interpret youth subcultures as strategies of resistance, separate symbolic manifestations

of class struggle (Hall & Jefferson I976;Brake 1980; Hebdige 1979,1988). Again in

the words of Jon Stratton, "the Birmingham Centre's work has recognised the working-

class origins of most British youth cultures but has tended to ignore the cultural
influences on those youth cultures which come from that working class background"

(1993:89).

The groups were considered spectacular because of their high level of visibility and their

very distinctiveness through their use of 'style', a symbolic appropriation of commodities,

clothing, fashion, gait and argot.

An actor learns that behaviour signifying membership in a particular role includes the

kinds ofclothes he wears, his posture, his likes and dislikes, what he talks about and

the opinion he expresses (Cohen 1965: 1).

Style had became a particularly effective symbol of expressing perceived cultural

distinctiveness because of the explosion of cheap commercial fashion outlets from the

1960s onwards. Fashion had taken to the streets in a way that had not been experienced

before. New technologies, new cheaper fabrics, new marketing strategies all opened up the

possibilities of differently perceived demographics for the fashion market. The

blossoming of the small boutique created the outlets that were controlled and run by the

same age market as those who bought the clothes.
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An amalgam of three main aspects, style was interpreted as a) image which was

appearance including clothes, accessories and hairstyle, b) demeanour which involved

physical deportment, gait, posture and expression and c) 'argot' - a particular vocabulary

and the way it is expressed (Brake 1980, 1985). Such elements served to reinforce

allegiances and simultaneously to distinguish one subculture from another, to mark off
symbolic boundaries of one social group from another.

It was also argued that style in youth subcultures was used to demarcate the worlds of work

from the world of leisure (Thompson 1969), to challenge conventional norms and beliefs

and to make statements about the immediate social environment.

For we think dress expresses ourselves but in fact it expresses our

environment, and like advertising, pop music, pulp fiction, and second

feature films, it does so at a subliminal emotionally charged on an

intellectual instinctual level (Carter 1967 quoted in Brake 1985).2e

Finally, Youth Style has also been perceived to appropriate images, artefacts, and items from

older contexts, recontextualising them to symbolise something other (Hebdige 1979; Brake

1980, 1985). These new ways of meaning are forged through use of "bricolage" (Clarke

7976), a form of cultural collage that reinvents meaning by displacing or juxtaposing items

and contexts. Thus the use of safety pins for body piercing by some groupings, elaborate

tattoos or the use of heavy industrial boots by some middle-class groups not only recreates

group identity and reinforces mutual recognition of members but implies a connection

between appearance and behaviour. Within the context and concerns of this thesis, then, style

is about 'posing', the self-conscious, reflexive appropriation of a new set of images blended

with the usual everyday aspects of the individual's micro-culture. In Fran's video, one of her

friends held a card up to the camera. "Fuck Fashion. This is Style!" read the post card.

Thus, in most of the traditional Cultural Studies literature on Youth, those participating in a

youth subculture were seen as manifestly rejecting middle-class mores and values. In many

ways, this is still how teenage behaviour, and especially adolescent group behaviour, is

conceived, especially in popular discourse, reiterated in tabloid media descriptions of
'problem' teenagers.3o Youth in Western culture is considered a time of rebellion, a

2e Interestìngly, as indicated earlier in the main text, most of the teenage CooI Groups in my research wore
particular clothes associated traditionally with surfing or other sporting activities. The more affluent cool
groups, such as those at Hilary's school however, interspersed these kinds of clothes with other smarter,
'labelled' clothes which could transfer into a white-collared area of work,
tu Many print media articles still depict young people in this way. See 'ChiÌdren the Cause of Many Family
Splits', The Adelaide Advertiser 10th December 1994 p.9;'Lost Generation' The Weekend Australian 2nd -
3rd September 1995,p.28. When not depicted as victims, teenagers are frequently represented in the print and
electronic media as trouble and disturbance.
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challenging of established adult values and a seeking of new identities that contest the

standards and even traditional moral codes of the older generation. The analytical structure

that underpins academic studies of Youth frequently makes a number of assumptions

drawing on this older model. Firstly there is the belief that generational consciousness is

equivalent to, and also an expression of, class consciousness (Tait 1992, 1993). It follows

in this argument that what young people are expressing in seemingly alternative (life) styles,

music and appearance (Hebdige 7976), is a dissatisfaction with and resistance to their social

positioning in the subordinate class. Because young people are seen as lacking the means

and the power to change their lot, they are understood in this framework to be expressing

their discontent symbolically through the creation of an alternative, frequently disturbing

culture that unsettles the complacency of the adult authorities.

While not disagreeing for a moment that social injustices are clearly played out in youth

unemployment, and youth patterns of behaviour, and while the cultural studies model has

provided some valuable insights, I would argue that such a framework also obfuscates a

number of problems in its simplistic vision of power and social control.3r

Adolescence as Problem

The second and related reason that such struggles were seen as manifesting themselves at

the time of teenage-hood was because adolescence itself has become def.ned in the West

as a biological phase of change and disturbance. The biological period in this paradigm

was highlighted through significant cultural rituals when these transitions occurred. In
other words, the argument itself was circular, self-prophesying and self-perpetuating.

Because all cultures appear to symbolically acknowledge the transference from child to

adult and sexual responsibilities, the teenage years in our society have been understood to

be a time of rebellion, challenge and resistance against wider adult norrns. Even recent

Australian studies have also drawn on this theoretical framework (Cunneen et al. 1989;

Carrington 1989; Stratton 1992).

Yet, in practice, can this understanding of adolescence be applied hegemonically to

experiences of youth across differently-nuanced social and ethnic groups?32 Further, can it
so appropriately be applied to girls' experiences? As indicated in previous chapters, Barbara

Hudson (1984) argued that teenage girls have to contend with and negotiate two

3l See Carrington 1993 and Tait 1993 for additional discussion on this toprc.t' In fact, of course, there has been a great deal of recent work exploring the experiences of youth from a

variety of cuÌtural backgrounds. See for example, Griffin 1993; Amit-Talai and Wulfl 1995; Martin Stokes
1994.
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contradictory public discourses - one of femininity and one of adolescence. These two

discourses provide the framework through which behaviour of teenage girls is judged and

articulated both in professional and public forms. Hudson's main contention is that tbe

discourse of femininity and that of adolescence are antithetical and actually subversive of
each other. She utilises Foucault's notion of discourse to mean the whole intenelationship

of the frameworks of knowledge, the way knowledge is spoken about and the hierarchy of
positioning - who is privileged and who marginalised to speak from a position of authority.

Adolescence is well-documented as a 'masculine' construct (the spectacular subcultures

noted above have been described as being 'about' masculine identities). The dominant

image in literature and the media - scientific/academic as well as popular/fictional

accounts - is of a restless youth, one who is immature, a trouble-maker, a searcher for
identity and one who is struggling to test his new physical powers and emotional awareness.

If adolescence is characterised by male constructs, then any attempt by girls to satisfy

themselves qua adolescence, are bound to involve them in displaying not only lack of

maturity (since adolescence is dichotomised with maturity), but also lack of

femininity. Thus the girl playing a lot of sport is doing something which is still

conceived of as essentially masculine. Girls playing football, for instance are often

afforded headlines in the popular press such as 'playing the boys at their own game';

girls displaying competitiveness, or 'adolescent' aggression, will be displaying

qualities thought of as masculine (Hudson 1984: 35).

Hudson's contends that both the discourses of adolescence and of femininity have a

professional form (articulated through teachers, social workers, doctors and other adults

in authority) and that these versions then become available to the girls in their public form

as sets of stereotypical images of adolescence and femininity through the media, for

example teenage magazines. The result is a barrage of generalised statements from adult

society directed towards female teenage appearance and behaviour.

They experience the fact of being judged by two, incongruent sets of expectations as

the feeling that whatever they do, it is always wrong (Hudson 1984: 53).

A more complex way of understanding circulating discourses of gender and class has been

explored in the work of Beverley Skeggs. She points out that "difference is usually

theorised through historical descriptions and read off categories already constituted. It is

rarely understood through theoretical categories which analyse processes of
differentiation" (Skeggs 1997: 20). In other words, neither femininity, masculinity,

ethnicity nor class can be taken as given categories. The terms are constantly being

renegotiated as aspects of cultural capital.
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Femininity, for instance, can be seen as a form ofcultural capital. It is the discursive

position available through gender relations that women are encouraged to inhabit and

use. Its use will be informed by the network of social positions of class, gender,

sexuality, region, age and race which ensure that it will be taken up (and resisted) in

different ways (Skeggs 1997 l0).

The discourses of femininity and adolescence therefore can be seen to circulate in a very

particular way through the teenage friendship groups themselves. It is only because youth

groupings are viewed as separate units and, in their most extreme forms, as spectacular

youth subcultures, that the continuous link between youth behaviour, styles and values and

their parent cultures, has been overlooked.

More specifically for my purposes here, the subcultural model of teenage groups is

particularly flawed when it is applied to young women's experiences, as has been long and

extensively argued by feminist writers. This critique originally concentrated on the lack of
awareness of gender issues in the studies of youth subcultures, arguing that the

romanticisation of masculine style and image, under the celebration of working class

'resistance', concealed the problem of the on-going subordination of the young women in

the groups and in the families of the boys. Firstly, and most importantly, it was noted that

it was not necessarily logical to assume a separation between the cultures of the parents

and the cultures of the teenagers, indeed there is an in built contradiction in talking about

a youth working class subculture.

In sum then, in spite of what appears at first sight to be a unifying, distinctive style, youth

social groupings were not - and are not - discrete units. The clothes, the hair styles,

the music are drawn and appropriated of course from the wider community and often

international markets. Secondly and obviously, teenagers who are part of a street gang or

what has been defined as a subculture, also go home or are affiliated with a family/adult

unit. They have simultaneous life experiences in a number of intersecting social spheres,

not just one. I argue here, then, that it is not a simple matter of the young person absorbing

or contesting the dominant values of their society. Rather, within each (experiential)

community, the signihcant adults value and stress some aspects of the larger culture and

down play others - what they value influenced perhaps by the interplay of ethnicity,

social background, economics and religion.

Affiliation and identification, I argue, occur within and through a number of social contexts

simultaneously, and in fact it is far more helpful to consider individuals as continuously

negotiating allegiances in ways that render emotional investment far more complex than

theories of class and ethnicity usually imply. Subjectivity operates dialogically; that is, it
constantly shifts between reflection, recognition and production through representations of

218



self and other. In describing the young women in her study Skeggs also points out that

"their subjectivity is not part of the discourse of individualism; rather, it is part of a

discourse of dialogism and connection" (1997:164).

The growing child, and certainly the teenager, accept, challenge and negotiate these aspects

of culture as they meet other facets, views and ideologies in the wider world outside the

home and as they become more widely enculturated. But enculturation is an ongoing

process, where the individual readjusts her cognitive map to fit in with the familial and local

community background. One way to understand this is to see friendship groups and

groupings as part of a much wider social network and not a separate phenomenon.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined the nature of the teenage friendship groupings within the

school demonstrating why they are so vital for "self making". In the process I have

highlighted the ways the social boundaries of exclusion and the criteria for inclusion in the

most highly-statused teenage alliances, echo the values of the parent cultures in which the

girls are embedded. I explored the ways the girls in my f,reldwork developed and constructed

their sense of self through these polyadic groupings, noting the ways social capital distinction

and dffirance sit in a paradoxical tension for the young people concerned. Finally, in linking

the moral and social hierarchies in the teenage friendship groups to the wider familial and

social networks, I argue that such an approach challenges our understanding of teenage

subcultures and, rather, sees the groupings more constructively as partial networks.

Analytical frameworks which generalise in terms of class or gender are inevitably limited

as they cannot adequately demonstrate the diversity that is within groups that are

frequently perceived, even by the participants, to be convergent. Rather it is important to

see that subjectivity is constituted through a constant on-going dialogical process. In the

final chapter, I will discuss some of the ways the constitution of those subjectivities within

experiential communities were effected. I will demonstrate more fully how meaning that

was assumed to be shared, was negotiated and contested particularly through the argots of
music, language, and gossip. Ultimately these aspects of symbolic capital, tied into local

parent cultures and international/global markets, formed the foundations of the serious

play of the teenage girls in my fieldwork. It is these paradoxical layers of the micro/macro,

local/global (gendered) self that I now explore.
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CHAPTER 7

,,MUSIC 1S IN MY SOUL"

It follows that an identity is always already an ideal, what we would like to be, not

what we are...And what makes music special in this familiar cultural process is that

musical identity is both fantastic-idealising not just oneself but also the social world

one inhabits-and real; it is enacted in activity...music gives us a real experience of

whar rhe ideal could be (Frith 1996:274).

Gerry

Wanda

Is ntusic important to ¡,ou.¡rn you are not plal,ing in the band?

Yeah. I always listen to ntusic because music is in m7, 5e¡¡¡.

Introduction: Why Music Matters

In the previous chapter I argued that social groupings with which the girls were affiliated

in school were linked to their extra mural leisure activities and their wider social

networks. Further, each teenage¡ engaged in the serious play of self-making, struggled

to maintain the quite rigid symbolic boundaries erected between one social grouping and

another. The necessary "art of being cool" was extremely hard work. This final chapter

returns to our starting point, for it is concerned with the nexus between those social

groupings and networks, self-making and a particular cultural form. In drawing together

the thematic threads of play and mimesis in the previous chapters, it focuses particularly

on the significance of popular music in the everyday lives of the young \üomen in my

research. Wanda's candid comments, recorded above, point to this significance. They

were spoken so totally seriously and unself-consciously that I was taken aback. I wasn't

prepared for the way this worldly, vivacious and somewhat self-mocking, Aboriginal

teenager spoke about her love of music in such personal and spiritual terms.r It confirmed

for me, yet again, how much music is bound up in the way cultural identities are

constituted and represented.

'Thi. is the same girl we met in chapter 2 when she and her friends gave us 'an alternative view of the city'.
There, with an ironic, self-deprecating twist, they described and highlighted the usual activities of which she

and her group, as young Aboriginal women, would often be accused - petty larceny, vandalism, overt sexual
activity and drunkenness.
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From the earliest moments of my fieldwork to the final post-production edits of the

teenagers' composite documentary, I became aware of how vital popular music was to the

girls' rhetorics of "self-making", The participants in my research project revealed the

centrality of popular music in their lives - through their first discussions with me, in

their casual conversations with their friends, in the way they dressed, decorated their

rooms, in the ways in which they 'carved out' and appropriated private spaces, in their

music-making and in their music consumption and indeed, in all their social activities.

Music was central because it is an effective vehicle for establishing and sustaining an

idealised identity, as Simon Frith suggests in the citation above. Moreover, that identity,

which depends upon shades of difference within similarity to express a sense of
individuality, is perfectly expressed through music. These were girls of approximately

the same age, living in the same city, sometimes attending the same school and going to

similar places for leisure activities but they were not from exactly the same social and

ethnic backgrounds. Significantly, their musical 'tastes' and musical activities

highlighted and maintained these differences, to emphasise both distinction (Bourdieu

1984) and dffironce (Derrida 191Ð.2

Previously, I have highlighted the powerful and serious role of play in the lives of the

young women in my fieldwork. I argued that play is hard work because it is the basis for
the constitution and representation of the 'real me' or the 'authentic' self, that ethereal,

slippery concept which eludes definition and closure. On the surface, especially in the

late 1990s in post-industrial societies, that 'self' seems even harder to pin down as it has

become impossibly fragmented. Former social categories and symbolic boundaries that

attempted to define who we are to ourselves and to others, have become suspect;

ethnicity, gender and class all seem less stable in a world where communications,

customs and allegiances are constantly shifting.3 In the midst of this sea-change, one of
the ways people attempt to demonstrate who they are is through their fealty to particular

social groupings, through their clothes, their demeanour, their argot, their activities, their

music and their style. Polhemus suggests that "we are, as our most distant ancestors

were, dependent on style - in our dress and our dance - as the definitive means by

which we can crystallise our social experiences into cultural realities" (Polhemus 1993:

14). Yet, perhaps inevitably, the symbols themselves, appropriated to express those

social realities, also have become fragmented. Indeed, it has been argued that today's

youth, frequently 'Jumbling geography as well as history" in fasbion, dance and music,

often attempt to express that idealised self, in a "supermarket of style" (Polhemus

1997:150).

2 As described previously ìn chapter 3, in terms ofbodily praxis.
3 Paul Patton refers to this as "authentic inauthenticity" for "it is not that postmodern lives lack meaning, but
rather that the meanings are multiple, temporary and unstable...They involve investment in the image or the
idea of the moment, insecure in the knowledge that it is only of the moment" (Patton 1988: 91).
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That resulting cacophony or bricolage of style and symbol does not make the search any

less serious, however. In fact, despite the association with trivia, with "a sort of street-style

theme park" (Polhemus 1997: 149), young people's expressions of cultural identities

tbrough fashion, style, dress and dance could be considered particularly important and

serious becattse they represent attempts to embody a stable, 'authentic' sense of self

despite the shifting, segmented cultural contexts. Again to cite Paul Willis, "symbolic

creativity is not only parl of everyday human activity, but also a ... part of necessary work"
(1990: 9, emphasis in the original). Willis identifies three interrelated elements of
"necessary symbolic work" - language, bodily praxis and drama - which underlie

symbolic creativity. All these aspects of self-making are discussed in this chapter in

relation to the young participants in my research project and their engagement with popular

music, for "it is symbolic work and creativity which realise the structured collectivity of
individuals as well as their differences, which realise the materiality of context as well as

the symbolism of self' (Willis 1990: l2). I begin the discussion here with the importance

of popular music to the serious play of self making.

The Magic of Music

Music forms a fundamental part of all cultures. Making and using music seem to be

essentially interwoven in human life (Storr 1992). In my own research, Belinda expressed

a parallel insight, declaring dramatically that "Music is everything". Her words point to

the need to explore some of the ways in which music is so vitally important to cultural

identities, indeed why it seenxs that "Music is everything". I argue that in so doing, many

of the dichotomies often assumed about popular music's 'essential nature' and significance

will become unsettled; that is, such an investigation will demonstrate immediately that

particular forms of pop and rock music are neither potentially progressive nor exploitative;

that they are neither simply trivial nor politically potent; that they are neither solely a

vehicle for resistance nor appropriation. Nor is music simply something that does little
more than "fill a silence left by something else" (Stokes 1994: 2). For the teenage

participants in my fieldwork, their musical allegiances and expressions of fandom were

another manifestation of the hard work of play; music informed their sense of space, their

relationship to their idealised selves and, by its very plasticity, allowed for a dialogic

engagement with others; it was indeed the major vehicle for serious play, mimetic

exploration and mimetic excess in their everyday lives.

Gilbert Rouget's writings on music and trance defined music "in its most empirical and

broadest sense" as "any sonic event...that cannot be reduced to language...- since we then

have to speak of words, not music - and that [which] displays a certain degree of rhythmic

or melodic organisation...not treated here as an art but as a practice displaying the greatest
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possible variety of aspects" (Rouget 1985: 63).4 Rouget confines his discussion to the way

music is used in non-Western traditions in religious rituals that involve trance-like or

ecstasy-induced states. Yet, many of his insights and observations can just as readily be

applied to the young women in my research project in their engagement with popular

Western musical forms and genres. They too used music as an essential part of their bodily

praxis to establish symbolic boundaries between self and other. Music clearly plays as

central a part of modern, (post)industrialised 1990s life in Australia, as it did in the

societies and cultures which Rouget investigated.

It is important to realise that much of the pleasure and power of music is that it produces

emotions and affective states of mind. In other words, music seems to have the ability to

affect the body at an unconscious level before any other, more intellectual awareness has

been reached (Levi-Strauss 7912;Willis 1990). Furthermore, recent research suggests that

the affective qualities of music are universal. That is, despite common-sense and academic

assumptions that musical aesthetics are culturally specific, one of the most interesting

aspects of current musicological research has been to point to the way certain pieces of
music can arouse similar kinds of emotional states in the listeners without the listeners

knowing a great deal about the context of the music or its original purpose (Storr 1992:

24). Indeed, there are aspects of music which seem to be common to all cultures; a lullaby

or a funeral dirge can evoke appropriate emotions in quite divergent listeners, even when

they are not familiar with the type of music and its usual social context (Storr 1992;

Blacking 1916, 1987). Of course, not all states of arousal by music are equally pleasant;

they can be disturbing emotions such as intense grief, fear, rage, sexual excitement or they

can be gentler emotions that induce peace, sleep or relaxation. The point is that all music

evokes some emotional reaction in the listener and this emotional arousal manifests itself

in various physiological changes (Harrer & Harrer l97l). Again, we are reminded that

social, physical and social identities are only possible through bodily praxis.

Certainly for younger people in contemporary Australian society, existing simultaneously

in a local and a global cultural post-industrial context, music permeates and shapes

everyday experiences. It is, in fact, the defining social context and often the 'social ghte'

through which teenagers in particular, study, shop, relax, communicate and socialise.

Particular music is used to define specific experiential cultures and social groupings, even

when to an outsider, of course, the same music seems common to several groupings. In

fact it is the arbitrary nature of the symbolism of a particular piece of music, the connection

o Th"r" seem to be very few appropriate all-encompassing defìnitions of music available in the literature as

concise as this one. I am concerned with the cultural significance of the various forms of popular music in the
processes of self-making in the lives of the young women in my research project. For this purpose, although
perhaps limited as an overall account of musical forms, Rouget's definition is an excellent spring-board.
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between tbe signifier and its particular referent, that points to another vitally important

aspect of music; that is, its ability to blur cultural boundaries and move beyond historical

time and space. Storr points out the ironic ease with which the same tune, God Save the

Qtteen - the British national anthem, is used in the U.S.A . for My Country, 'tis of Thee.

Similarly the Christian hymn Abide With Me is often played at football matches for its
emotional and spiritual power without the singers feeling that they have to subscribe to

Christian beliefs or even perhaps knowing that the music originally indicated such values

(Srorr 1992: 22). Similarly it is common practice now for advertisers to appropriate

particular songs associated with original ideologies of rock music - freedom, rebellion,

youthful exuberance, anti-materialism - and to re-ally these feelings with very

commercialised products from multi-nationals, commodities such as denim jeans, Coca

Colaand cigarettes. This is only possible because of the arbitrary nature of the sign and

thus underscores my observations that, despite the insistence on identifiable differences

and distinctions between the diverse teenage social groupings by insiders, the same music

was often appropriated by different clusters as their own.

The fluidity of the nature of music in fact lends it to be easily appropriated by different

groups for diverse purposes. The way the teenagers in my project talked about and

demonstrated their allegiances to 'their' kind of music points to the way specihc music

genres and styles become commonly associated with groupings, whether these are what are

usually considered as teenage 'subcultures', sporting affrliations, or wider national cultures.

Particular pieces of music continue to be associated with particular societies and

come to represent them in the same way as a national flag. 'They are playing our tune'

is a phrase which can have a much wider significance than our habitual reference of

it to the courtship memories of a mated couple (Storr 1992:.22).

Storr's words remind us here of the mnemonic power of music, still very much evidenced

by its use in contemporary societies; the rhymes, the repeated rhythms are an invaluable

aid to memory and could explain another facet of musical pleasure, that of its nostalgic

quality; birthdays, anniversaries, ritual events are almost always associated with
particular pieces or forms of music. It habitually accompanies religious ceremonies and

other rituals; it has a collective importance in many cultures, underlying and interlinked

with so many disparate activities that sometimes, as in ancient Greece, "there is no

separate word for music as such" (Storr 1992: l7 . See also, Middleton 1990; Shepherd &
Wick 1997).

So music is vitally interwoven with cultural identities both on the collective and the

personal level. For the teenagers I met in my fieldwork, their very definition of self often

pivoted upon their music allegiances. These allegiances were expressed in the way they
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spoke about their favourite musicians, singers and bands, how and where they danced or

listened to these musical styles and what activities they engaged in through their favourite

music. Out of this kaleidoscope of symbolic work, out of all of these aspects of their

engagement with music, emerged their idealised selves, seemingly temporally

'crystallised' at that moment, simultaneously both 'fantastic' and 'real' - "a real

experience of what the ideal could be" (Frith 1996:274).

Music & Cultural ldentity

Music is central to both the materiality of social context and the symbolism of the self for
a number of related reasons. Firstly, music is universally tied tightly into concepts of
cultural identity and community. Musical appreciation, the critical and aesthetic

response, is but a part of the whole experience of music for "music gives us a way of
being in the world...music doesn't represent values but lives them" (Frith 1996:272).

These values, however, are broader than that of the immediate social groupings but are in

fact tied into much larger aspects of culture. That is, although rock and pop are

commonly perceived as being particularly teenage music, for the young people

themselves such music enables a particular pathway to linking in with broader adult
cultural activities. It allows them "to situate themselves historically, culturally and

politically in a much more complex system of symbolic meaning than is available locally"
(Frith 1992: 77).s So, rather than seeing such associations as s¿¿bcultural and by

definition, oppositional to adult values, I argue that youth affiliations are very much

microculttral, simply aged, gendered and ethnically-nuanced perspectives and

distillations of their larger parent cultures.6

Secondly, and perhaps at first sight, somewhat paradoxically, music is an intensely

personal bodily experience, "a subjective sense of being sociable". Through the way our

senses engage in song, dance, performance "we absorb songs into our o\Mn lives and

rhythm into our own bodies" (Frith 1996:273). So music is powerful because it brings

together both the experience of the intensely subjective and personal with the external,

cultural and collective.

5 See also Jones 1988; Finnegan 1989; Cohen 1991.
o I have cleliberately not included the category of class in this perspective as I feel that the concept of class is
far more complex and heterogeneous than is usually understood, I have addressed this in chapters 3, 4 and 5,
often drawing upon Bourdieu's insights. For example, when he talks about the relationship between an artist
and social origin, he argues that "the dispositions linked to a particular social origin-plebeian or bourgeois-
may express themselves in very different forms, while conserving a family resemblance, in different fields"
(1993: 141). As I have already discussed, the girls in my research project often came from what would usually
be identified as the same 'class' but their sely'identifìcation, consciousness and modes of expression of this
social positioning were quite different. See Chapter 3 for a detailed example of this.
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Music is concerned with feelings which are primarily individual and rooted in the

body, its structural and sensuous elements resonate more with individuals' cognitive

and emotional sets than with their cultural sentiments, although its external manner

and expression are rooted in historical circumstances (Blacking 1987: 129).

John Blacking argues that music arouses intense bodily feelings that emphasise our

inherent hmnanness; in other words "feeling with the body" enables the individual to

symbolically merge into the other.

Many, if not all of music's essential processes can be found in the constitution of the

body and in patterns of interaction of bodies in society (Blacking 1987: 60 cited in

Sroff 1992:24).

The physicality that can be expressed through music is not simply through dance, although

that is clearly one of its most common manifestations.T In the processes of musical

production and consumption, through listening, singing, instrument playing, taping or

dance, the body is employed through specific practices as a symbolic resource. Indeed, the

body becomes not only a way of experiencing but also away of knowing, a "site of somatic

knowledge" (Willis 1990: ll). A similar concept is developed in Bourdieu's notion of
cultural and symbolic capital. He argues that what is manifested as "taste" is also, in fact,

physical capital; not just an intellectual way of asserting who one is, but also a way of
asserting attthenticity, constituting and 'proving' who one ls or who one would like to be,

through bodily praxis. So for example, the guests at a Greek wedding I attended, who took

to the dance floor to perform a solemn rendition of a stylised national dance, seemed to be

saying to others around them through their stylised stance and pose - "see I can do this.

I am authentically Greek".8 Similarly, as discussed in an earlier chapter, Diane and Bekk

asserted their partictlar differences and distinctions from the boys and from each other by

the way they moved, behaved and physical manner. Mary's demeanour, assertiveness,

dress and hair styles indicated to others that she was strong, tough, street-wise and proudly

from Papua New Guinea. Her preferred choice of music - Reggae - like that of the

Aboriginal girls, indicated her affinity with a proud, assertive transcultural 'black culture'.

Referring to the indigenous South African band, Ladysmith Black Mambazo (particularly

popularised overseas after their musical collaboration with Paul Simon on The Graceland

7 Several essays in Helen Thomas's collection Dance, Gende4 CttLture make this point, that "there is evidence to
suggest that dancing not only plays an important role in the life of a number of pre-industrial societies, but it also
performs a significant function in the process ofgender construction and identihcation" (Thomas 1993: 71). See
also Radcliffe Brown 1964; Rust 1969; Royce 1978; Geertz 7975; McRobbie 1984; Hanna 1988.
* I have seen the same phenomenon of course at many other cultural celebrations - Jewish, Italian, Scottish
and Aboriginal celebrations amongst many others - where dance is performed dramatically and self-
consciously to indicate a cultural pride, an ethnic consciousness and a possession ofcultural capital.
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album), Timothy Taylor (1997) also perceives the same creation of experiential and affective

cultural communities. He argues that "wider spread commodification of musical forms

allows distant solidarities to be fashioned, even 'across the ocean"' (p.76). Similarly,

examples in Philip Hayward's collection of essays in Sotmd Alliances point to the cultural

complexities of musical appropriation. For example, John Castles writes of the Australian

indigenous band No Fixed Address "embracing Reggae as an expression of solidarity with
black people everywhere" (1998: l6) and Stuart Ewings argues "Reggae doesn't sound like

rock, it's not usually laced with country and western sentiment, nor does it sound like
rockabilly - CS (Coloured Stone) do" (1989: 12, cited in Castles 1998: 15-16).

But if music is to do with the boundaries of the local, material body, it is also concerned

with the 'out of body', the blurring of historical and geographical boundaries, as

indicated above. Music transcends the local to be in several places at the same time,

simultaneously transforming physical and social space; it becomes a way of
appropriating and distinguishing space. Undoubtedly, on one level, that is why music is

so central to most religious rituals in all cultures. It explains the ways the music of one

culture can be appropriated by another to express a powerful political affinity. On

another level, it explains the ubiquitous popularity of radios, the Walkman and personal

radio, tape and CD players in contemporary life (Hosokawa 1984;Thornron 1995). As

each new technology develops, new ways of producing, consuming and marketing music

have had marked effects on the meanings that are understood to emanate from all of its
forms. One of the first issues that then emerges and is debated, is almost always from
the question of the musical 'authenticity' of that particular style and its attendant cultural

forms and meanings.

The Technologised Self

The advent of electronic media and new technologies has other implications for concepts

of musical authenticity and therefore also the perceived 'authenticity' of the performer

and consumer of that music. It means that the performance and consumption of music

can be undertaken far from the original place of origin. As Jody Berland reminds us

"Music is now heard mainly in technologically communicated form, not live, and its

circulation through these spaces (in connection with that of its listeners), along with its
assimilation to and appropriation of previous contexts for musical performance, is part

of the elaboration of its forms and meanings" (Berland 1992:39; also see Rosing 1984:

ll9-149). Music, in other words, has become completely mobile, moving with us from
room to room, country to country, from work to leisure. It can also move us emotionally,

as from depression to elation. Moreover, it can be endlessly reproduced without any loss

in quality:
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The same work, the same event, the same performance, is endlessly repeatable, it is

never lost; and music from all sources, from a hundred years ago, from a hundred

thousand miles away, is equally available. The "past" of music is endlessly re-

experienced in its presence; the most distant or strange music is heard in our most

familiar surroundings...music is now the evelyday (and silence becomes the mark of

the special moment (Frith 1996: 236-231).

In these ways, contemporary practices of engaging with music particularly through new

technologies, through ever evolving "mimetic machinery" (Taussig 1993:20), can blur our

sense of time and space. Music connects the private experience into the public. It blurs the

self and other; the song I listen to expresses my feelings even though I did not write it.

When I perform someone else's music, I express their feelings although I am a different

person. So music is indeed a powerful, 'magical' vehicle of mimesis.e

In Sarah Thornton's (1995) study of British club cultures she states that "the cultural form

closest to the lives of the majority of British youth is in fact music. Youth subcultures tend

to be music subcultures" (p.19). In my own research, I discovered a similarly-perceived

centrality of music. Obviously, while Belinda's declaration, cited above, is an exuberant

exaggeration (for music cannot Literally be everything) yet, such a comment does point to

the ways the perceived ubiquity of music is used by many people conceptually as a

metaphor. It takes the form of symbolic capital in a variety of arenas to represent different

aspects of everyday practice, knowledge and experience. It is a way, for young people

particularly, of situating themselves within wider cultural contexts.

These cultural contexts have become even more complex however with the advent of each

new way of performing, producing and listening to music, noted above. New technologies

for example have brought about particular changes in the way we engage with music. As

Frith points out, the use of modem engineering devices highlights the way "we seem to be

music participants" rather than merely listeners (Frith 1996: 242).10 The music we hear is

affected by the choices we make on the tum-table, the dial, the mixer. In the dance clubs

and Rave scenes, the D.J. and M.C. who skilfully mix and sample the pre-recorded sounds

to create new music have become the revered artists of the 1990s. As Dave Haslam has

pointed out "In the last decade D.J.s have become some of the most highly paid people in

the entertainment world, and have enjoyed a burgeoning profile in the media and the record

e Vy'hich is again why it is so powerful a tool in advertising. It is another parallel between this concept and
Raymond Williams' analysis of the transformation and 'sympathetic magic' in advertising.
'n Of course, jt is a matter of contention if we were ever 'merely' listeners, at least to popular music.
Appreciation ofclassical music is traditionally expressed through the stillness and control ofthe body whereas
the listener of popular music (iazz, folk, pop, rock and so on) expresses her enjoyment through bodily
movement. As my own teenage daughter exclaimed in exasperation at a rock concert when she was told by the
bouncers to 'sit down', "How can you listen to this (rock) music and not dance?"
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industry" (Haslam 1997:168). Their performances remind us that we too can become such

musicians, for here the body and the technology blend to form a different kind of
instrument. They also alert us to the way D.J.s have become the linking medium between

the music and the audience for "the important chemistry (of dance clubs) is the reaction

between the music and the crowd; and the D.J. is somewhere at the centre of it all, a
catalyst" (Haslam 1997 : 178).

As with the advent of the VCR and its effect on television watching, the CD players and

burners, the Walkman, the computer terminals, all can recreate audiences of a different

kind. They encourage and enable the consumers to produce, reaffange and recreate the

kind of music they listen to.rI They can have new political meanings such as in the parody

of the leader of the One Nation party's (Pauline Hanson) racist speeches, resampled in

Pauline Pantsdown's CD and music video, I don't Like lt.t2 Hence, the lines between

consumption and production, between the original and the copy, become bluned. In other

words, like those ephemeral self identities that we struggle to 'fix', music itself has become

a process of becoming, something we now experience as fragmented and unstable

(Hosokawa 1990; Berland 1992).t3

Such examples point to the connection between on-going, popular concepts of 'self' and

musical authenticity, the nexus between the 'real' and representation in the enormity

(some would say the impossiblility) of the search for "the real me". They also bring us

back to the links made earlier in chapters 1 and 2, concerning the insights of Walter

Benjamin and Michael Taussig. Walter Benjamin had believed that in "the age of
mechanical reproduction" uniqueness or "aura" would cease to be considered the most

important quality of a work of art. New technologies, he hoped, would bring about a new

democratisation of cultural goods. Yet, as he suspected, the desire for uniqueness would

be difficult to dismiss and indeed, the magical "aura" has not disappeared with the

diffusing of what was previously thought of as high culture. It hasn't even been

demystified but has disseminated and dispersed into otber cultural forms (Thornton

1995). The goal posts have moved. Now the 'authentic'has switched from the original

" H"nry Jenkins' work frequently studies this aspect of fandom. He explores the way audiences and consumers
are active cultural 'poachers'. See for exampÌe 1992a; 1992b in Gelder & Thomton (199'7 506-522).
12 Pauline Pantsdown, a drag artist, changed his stage name and dressed like Pauline Hanson to attend all her
political rallies. He then produced the music clip from the political leader's own words to parody, highlight and
ridicule One Nation's political stance. The CD and video clip were played continuously on ABC radio and TV
(Triple J and Rage) until Hanson brought an injunction against their airing. In the meantime many young
people had watched and listened to the parody - even if they had failed to attend to the original racist
arguments. How effective the strategy was as a political tool is perhaps debatable but humour and carnival, of
course, can always seem empowering.
13 That is, although in common usage ancl in the writing of music critics, distinctions and definitions are made
between different types of musical genres, on the ground, young people are very aware that such distinctions
as, for example, between techno, Hip Hop and 'dance music' are not so finely drawn.
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to the copy. For example, the new technological methods of producing music from the

1970s meant that original music was created in the studio not on the stage; the authentic

was the recorded. Furthermore, more importantly for my purposes and as discussed in

earlier chapters, Benjamin also saw the advent of technology bringing about the rebirth

of the mimetic faculty, "the nature that culture uses to create a second nature, the faculty

to copy, imitate, make models, explore difference, yield into and become Other" (Taussig

1993: xiii).

These two related notions, the power of the mimetic faculty and the dissemination of "the

aura" lead us onto the next section of this chapter. Here the concept of musical authenticity,

perhaps the most fundamental aspect of musical meaning with its embeddedness in the

rhetorics of self-making, is explored. As mentioned earlier, this highly-debated concept,

with its complexity of meaning, is probably the most important value that emerges from the

discourses of popular music. It permeates discussions of Western popular music, fandom,

fanzines and dance clubs because ultimately it is concerned with the expression of the

individual vision, the individual self, the "real me" which is seen simultaneously to be part

of a particular cultural perspective.'a Indeed, popular music for most of the young women

in my research project seemed to be valued above everything else for its underpinning and

linking of the concept of musical authenticity and the individual self.rs

I argue of course, as I have throughout this thesis, that such experimentation in self-

making, this search for authenticity, occurs through play. Further, that the aim of play is

to find the comfoftable degree of 'fit' and accommodation, a pushing of the symbolic

boundaries of 'otherness' while still allowing "a sense of the game" (Bourdieu 1977,

1990). In following sections we will see again the close connection between the teenagers'

self-making, the musical styles and forms they employed and their wider social networks.

Here again we will see how the girls negotiated "space to play" both within and outside the

domestic realm but this time I will place particular stress on the role of music in that

process. Finally, I will look at the role of music and other interrelated symbolic codes,

such as style, language and dance, as aspects of fandom. I will explore the ways in which

the girls established themselves as part of wider experiential communities that moved

beyond particular material locales. To set the scene, I turn again to my fieldwork to recount

a parlicularly vivid example of a magical transformation through music, one that seems to

incorporate all of these three elements of self-making. The occasion was when I met a

'o So Billy Bragg's music is seen [o represent a particular neo-Marxist, working class stance while Ani Di
Franco's music portrays a young feminist vision. It is these wider cultural and collective affinities that their
fans can hold on to and appropriate as their own.
r5 But not quite the same way for the Aboriginal girls or for Mary as indicated earlier The sense of self for
each of these girls seemed to be one of relatedness and kinship rather than a Western sense of independent
individualism. It is important to realise though that the concept of "the real me" is enabled either through the
production or consumption of the music or indeed through being able to engage in both practices.
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young woman called J.D. at the Blue Light disco. It served as an immediate and dramatic

reminder of the link between music and bodily praxis.

Desperately Seeking Authenticity: Music and Bodily Praxis

Music constructs our sense of identity through the direct experiences it offers of the

body, time and sociability, experiences which enable us to place ourselves in

imaginary cultural nanatives (Frith 1996: 124).

As indicated above, thrs occasron was one of the clearest demonstrations I had of tbe sheer

potential power of dance and music with its ability to place the individual in an "imaginary

cultural narrative". It took place during that part of my fieldwork spent at the Bh.te Light

discos. One such evening, Wendy, one of the young police constables on duty that night,

pointed out a young girl whom she said had been "acting strangely". Addressed by adults

and teenagers alike as J.D., this young teenager, probably aged thirteen, was also identified

by the police as a "trouble maker". I looked carefully and with a new respect at this petite,

young woman who, at first sight, seemed far too small and insipid to have such an

awesome reputation. Wendy soon discovered that J.D. was "illicitly attending the dance"

that night, in that she had absconded from a correctional services' half-way house just to

attend the disco.r6 By the time the police realised who she was, they felt it was too late to

send her back again straight away and allowed her to stay until the end of the evening.

When not on the dance floor or chatting in the toilets, J.D. and her friends stood just

outside the main door talking to the young male offenders who had not been permitted to

attend that week. Apparently, they hadn't been as wily as J.D. to get in unidentified.rT

What J.D. lacked in physical size, she apparently made up for in personality and sheer

dynamism. On closer inspection, she seemed to be a tiny bottle of energy just waiting to

explode, rarely standing completely still, even in the confined space of the women's toilets.

Even when Wendy challenged her about her attendance at the disco, J.D. stood swaying

slightly, eyes half-closed, as though her energy was just simmering under the surface of a

temporarily quiescent body. After the brief discussion with J.D. and dismissing her with

an impatient shrug, the police woman turned to me. "Did you see how she was swaying?"

she asked crossly. I nodded. "She wasn't really drunk or stoned", she said, both in
frustration and with a resigned smile. "She does it for attention. It's all for attention".

'o Th"." were assessment centres where young offenders were placed for a short period of time while the
assessment team, youth workers, psychologists and legal representatives, decided between them where the
young person should be sent - to a remand home or back into the cornmunity.
17 See chapter 5 for further details concerning these young people
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Ostensibly, howeve¡ J.D.'s behaviour was not to attract the attention of the police or other

authority figures, but mainly to draw the notice of boys at the dance through a very

dramatic display of self. At one point she appeared by my side while I was talking to her

friend, Emma. Without ceremony and ignoring me, she grabbed Emma's arm. "Quick

come in", she urged, "Jessica's getting all the heap cool guys. There'll be no heap cool

guys for us to get off with". She then dragged Emma back into the dance u.ea.tt It was

there that she suddenly performed a most amazing display of dancing.

The song being played was The Time Warp, a popular track from The Rocþ Horror Picture

Show. It was a dance that people usually dance in unison, most participants knowing the

steps. However, in the middle of this symmetry, J.D. danced flamboyantly and

idiosyncratically. A space cleared around her as others stopped to stare and admire. Emma

herself made no attempt to join in or dance at this point. She just stood and watched J.D.'s

display in manifestly stunned admiration. J.D.'s dance was an exaggerated parody of usual

steps and movements but here there was also something splendid. This tiny figure had

suddenly erupted into an excessive expression of uninhibited movement; the epitome of
mimetic excess. .What 

came to my mind was that above all J.D. was presenting her

admirers with an extraordinary expression of freedom through dance movements, despite

(or perhaps because of) the fact that she would shortly be returned to the juvenile detention

centre. After all, this was hardly an attempt to escape the notice of the authorities on duty.

The underlying paradox was that her expression of authenticity and individual personhood

was expressed through a particularly self-conscious and stylised representation of
freedom. The movement had to indicate to all around her that this was freedom. This was

uninhibited movement. Its very self-consciousness rendered it a particularly fine example

of mimetic excess.

Music and Other Bodies

J.D.'s display was an extreme, in the way Bekk's demeanour, described in chapter 3, had

also been excessive. Yet it brings to mind many other examples throughout my fieldwork

of the way music was used by the teenagers to explore, to underpin and to experiment with

the very physicality of their self-making. I also noted in chapter 3, how Bekk had made

links between her own behaviour and "Madonna's great body" and how she had argued

that Madonna "stood up for what she believed in". I described elsewhere how Grace had

danced silently and alone in front of the video camera, watching and recording herself

lsIn spite of the concern about competition for 'guys', I noticed that J.D., Jessica and Emma stayed around
each other for most of the night, only occasionally talking to a small group of boys. Only Jessica seemed to be
actually moving away from the girls to dance romantically with any of the boys.

232



dancing to her favourite band; how Diane and her friends exaggeratedly mimicked the

movements of the models and dancers on the Peter André video as they danced and

postured in front of Diane's television set; how Janelle and her friends practised dance

steps before the mirrors in their school hall. It is easy to overlook the significance and the

wider implications of such play. Behind the obvious fun and pleasure lie very purposeful

reflections, explorations and (self) creativity; "The imaginative is self-validating!" (Willis

1990: l0).

In terms of musical taste, the imaginative, expressed through such creativity and

distinctions, points to more than intellectual and conscious choice. It points to the way

such claims to cultural and symbolic capital are necessarily erubodied. In his influential

article on the power of music, Barthes described the direct communication between singer

or musician and listener by describing it in terms of the "grain of the voice" (1977: 179-

89). That is, the evocation of pleasure and desire through music is not purely a conscious

intellectual practice but involves the unconscious grittiness of physicality. In spite of his

apparent reluctance to talk about music (7993: 103), when pressed, Bourdieu described it
as follows:

Music is a'bodily thing'. It ravishes, moves, stirs, carries away: it is not so much

beyond words as below them, in movements of the limbs and body, rhythms,

excitements and slowings, tensions and releases. The most'mystical', the most

'spiritual'of the arts is perhaps simply the most corporeal (p. 105).

Through their bodies individuals experience and claim as their own, a sensation of being

(appropriately) other. 'Appropriately'because such a claim and adherence must reflect

and help constitute the self within a framework that one already accepts for oneself.

Diane, for example, in her claims of fandom to Peter André or to New Kids on the Block

("I'm a really big fan of theirs") is creating and affirming in herself the sensation of
bathing in the glow of a romantic (heterosexual) ideal. In her situation, with her particular

style of music, the romantic lyrics and the overt 'maleness' of the stars is particularly

important. In her video footage, for example, she suddenly interrupted her own flow of
direct address to the camera to listen more closely to the music she had been playing in

the background.

I'll leave you with this song 'Dream a Little' by Peter André (eyes closed for a

moment in an extravagant gesture of immense pleasure). It is such a beautiful,

beautiful song (Diane, direct to camera).

In the same way that she had previously indicated that her choice of popular brand-named

clothes pointed to her knowledge of fashion and taste ("I can hold my head up") so her
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selection of music here indicates her krowledge of and embeddedness in discourses of
romance and heterosexual love. In contrast, Fran's declared choice of popular music

allowed her a different kind of knowledge. Her exaggerated dance movements and her

accompanying raunchy language ("Hey, everyone, look at M.l She's fucking a pole")

described in chapter 3, indicated her worldliness and her casual sexual knowledge. In
terms of her sound track, she was the only one of the girls to use original music from the

guitar of her boyfriend of the time, rather than commercial music. The sound track of her

video footage serves then as a backdrop to scenes of partying, intimacy and hilarity in the

company of her friends. It also serves to point to her non-conventionality, her separation

from the usual, more conventional representations of passive, objectif,red femininity. Just

as Fran's film stresses her claims to be "an individual" a refusal to be easily categorised ("I
don't fit into any category. I've got a bit of this, and a bit of this and a bit of this"), similarly

her music choices here underpin this desire to express non-conformity and dffirance.
Particularly aware of the importance of narrative in her footage, she framed her section

significantly and dramatically, not with music but with the verbal introduction from a

SmctLl Faces ' album over a black screen, '.Are you all sitting comfortably two square on

your botty? Then I'11 begin".

Figures 15 & 16: Video stills - Fran perþrms before her audience

Then she began her visual footage of small children watching her own performance at

Cirkiclz together with the startling original music.

As cited at the start of this chapter, Wanda told me "music was in her soul". Her friend,

Janelle seemed to echo these sentiments in her own way, and again this was captured on

video and included in Janine's edited video footage. She did not verbally articulate her

love of particular music on camera but she demonstrated her embodiment of
knowledgeable 'authentic' musician as she played the drum in her band practice. As she

played she suddenly closed her eyes, slowly moved her head from side to side as though

immensely moved by the music. It was a wonderful moment of 'striking a pose', a

simultaneous representation and constitution of the 'real-me-as-musician' that she was

portraying at that moment.
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Questions of authenticity revisited: On not døncing like a Try Hørd

Such distinctions find resonance in Pat's pronouncements that she is a Raver As both a

producer and consumer of techno music, she spoke with scom of the Townies who seem to

try and appropriate her cultural identity simply by dressing in similar clothes and attending

the same venues. She expressed this clearly to me one evening when I was invited to attend

one of the Raves with her. I was holding the camera as Pat hadn't wanted to be seen

personally filming on that night but she wanted the event to be filmed. While we were

standing on the edge of the main dancing'circle', Pat drew my attention to a girl dancing

flamboyantly in the middle of the area. Her white luminous blouse was catching the lights

from the lasers and her movements were large and exaggerated. "She's nof a Raver," hissed

Pat in my ea¡ "She's a Try-Hard'. I asked how she knew. "Look at the way she's moving

her arms. And look at the clothes. She's not here to dance. She's here to pick up guys".

The 'authentic' is what distinguishes the "Real" from the "Try Hards" although what exactly

constitutes the "Real" differs from group to group, girl to girl, even within one cultural

activity. Association with a particular musical style, grouping or fashion is an attempt to

'prove' one's established authenticity. But that authenticity also is founded on wider cultural

links than just the music. The link again is provided by the concept of habittts.

'What is called 'creation' is the encounter between a socially constituted habitus and

a particular position that is already instituted or possible in the division of the labour

of cultural production (Bourdieu 1993:1.41, emphasis in the original).

As Bourdieu points out, to sociologically analyse cultural'tastes', including those of
popular music, "means understanding, on the one hand, the conditions in which the

products on offer are produced, and on the other hand, the conditions in which the

'consumers produce themselves"' (1993: ll2). In other words, musical 'tastes' and the

underpinning relationship created between musical and personal 'authenticity', depends

upon the emotional investments that the individual has already established. Moreover, as

argued elsewhere in this thesis, Bourdieu defines 'investment' as "the propensity to act that

is born of the relation between a field and a system of dispositions adjusted to the game it
proposes, a sense of the game and of its stakes that implies at once an inclination and an

ability to play the game, both of which are socially and historically constituted rather than

universally given" (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: II8).

In other words, to make sense of those musical distinctions of the young women in my

fieldwork, one has to search beyond the teenager's immediate perspective and look into

their established familial and social networks. The allegiances are not separate nor, more

importantly, are they trying to be. So for example, Pat's sense of self through her
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participation in Raves and Techno music in her 'dance club scenes', Diane's fandom of
New Kids on the Block and PeterAndré, Fran's attraction to New Age music, Sara's passion

for'World Music, Grace's love of Violent Femntes, Janine's playing and Mary's enjoyment

of Reggae were significant precisely because they expressed an aspect of each girl's sense

of an idealised, individualised self whtle simultaneously intertwining with each girl's wider

social allegiances.

As outlined in chapter l, most research carried out on youth cultures does not incorporate

the whole of the teenagers' worlds, both within their home and their extramural activities.

It is only on closer everyday contact across these different contexts, through a thoroughly

ethnographic approach and thus by engaging with the participants in their different social

"fields" (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1992, 1993) that one can see that the concept of the

'authentic' that seems to be idiosyncratically linked to a particular music taste and youth

microculture, was in fact firmly embedded in each girl's parent culture. For example, if
we look again and more closely at Pat's representation of her love of Rave ctltttre, on and

off the camera, we can see beyond the obvious. She tells the viewer of her video and shows

us through her footage:

I wanted to show the nightclub scene and the part it plays in m¡, life. Some people

resort to drugs and alcohol -but me, I just like to dance.

In fact, she is offering far more information than simply that she enjoys that particular

activity. Implicit in her comment is a whole social'scen¿' of which she feels she is an

established, confident member. Indeed her words express a personal affinity with the

"nightclub (in this case, Rave) scene" implying a particular youth søåculture. It may also

be that she believes her words to imply that a "scene" is a class-based micro-world and her

involvement in it an aspect of her own distinctive immutable identity. In fact, however,

what she is articulating, through words and performance, is the process of her strategically

'safe' engagement with a particular social world through the medium of music. Her

account of her involvement with what she calls "the Rave Scene" portrays lhe negotiation

of her (self) (gendered) identity-making through musical taste, where both the identity and

the microworld itself are in flux. The cultural activities and social practices which express

this aesthetic taste and cultural identity highlight the everyday bluning of what are often

considered conventionally 'fixed' class and ethnic groupings. In other words, they

constittúe and justify a particular kind of idealised, experiential (musical) community that

is still able to be accommodated within a wider cultural and social identiry.re

'e The word 'scene' tencls to indicate the experiential community beyond the immediate physical and
geographic environment. See Cohen, 1997: 17-36.
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Pat was from an Anglo-Australian family living in what would be identified as a middle

class neighbourhood of Adelaide. The people she met at the Raves and dance clubs that

she attended in the city, were often from far less affluent areas and many were from non

Anglo-Australian backgrounds, such as Vietnamese, Italian and Greek. In her research

in England Thornton (1995) describes this behaviour as a "pursuit of classlessness"

common amongst middle class youth, pursuit that is more romantic than'real'. The

music, and the scene which it underpinned, enabled and seemed to encourage just such

social blurring and sometimes social juxtapositionings to occur. Yet Pat's identifications

and forays into this other social world could only go so far without it becoming too

threatening and too disturbing for her usual, 'habituated' sense of self. She would dress

up, as described in chapter 3; she would look the part of an 'authent\c' Raver; as an

established member of the cultural grouping to which she affiliated she would even be

involved in the setting up 'back stage' of some of the Raves in abandoned warehouses or

in even more exotic places, like the Old Adelaide Jail; she would sometimes date some

of the boys from the other side of town whom she met through the Rave Scene, boys of
whom her parents inevitably disapproved. She would vehemently articulate the

distinction between Ravers and Try Hards through their actions, their dance, their dress

and their activities, as we saw above. All these things justified her legitimate and

idealised membership of a privileged group. However, as she said herself, she did not

become too involved in the drug-taking scene nor did she drink excessively. Rather, she

asserts she 'Just liked to dance" for it was the dance and the music that safely gave her

this "aura" of authenticity.

One of New York's star dancers, Willi Ninja, cited in Haslam's account of the D.J. Culture

seems to echo Pat's words:

How the D.J. clips the music - certain combinations totally inspire you.

Sometimes people think I'm on major drugs because when a song clicks, I am gone.

I mean I don't see, hear, smell or taste no one. I get such a high from dancing (cited

in Haslam 1997: 178).

In other words, on the one hand, Pat's play with this lifestyle and this otherness only went

so far; she could explore the excitement of this othemess, and then return to her middle

class, Anglo-Australian life after each evening.20 On the other hand, she could still justify

her non-indulgence ofdrugs and alcohol because those things are not part ofher concept of

'0Oth.r participants of my research, like Grace ancl Mary, clicl emb¡ace fhis otherness more readily because,
I argue, it was closer to what they expected from their everyday world. See below in the main text for a fuller
explanation of this point,
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an'authentic' Raver.2l She attended Rave parties and nightclubs where Techno music

played on a regular basis. Her friends were all part of the same scene, so dancing, attending

Rave Parties and helping out at the community Radio Techno station were established parts

of the set routine of her social life. In these ways, Pat's play was symbolically bounded by

the constraining discourses of the parent world within which she had a deep emotional

'investment' (Holloway 1984). She was demonstrating, yet again, her knowledge of the

"rules of the game" (Bourdieu 1971, 1990) within this particular field of cultural activity.

Even such a relatively straightforward example as Pat's highlights the complex

involvement of music in social ordering and "serious play". Firstly, such paradoxical

involvement and investment, the simultaneous belonging and not belonging to a social

grouping unsettles conventional notions of what are usually conceived of as 'subcultures'

(Brake 1985; Hebdidge 1979; White 1993) or adolescent cliques (Denholm 1993; Polk

1993). Recent writings on youth have certainly challenged previously narrower definitions

of teenage social groupings as 'subcultures' and yet often the common assumptions about

such groupings being a manifestation of 'youth alienation' and 'struggle' and 'resistance'

against adult values still remain (see Tait 1993 and Taylor 1993). These assumptions tend

to overlook the complexity of the way youth distinctions of music, fashion and style are

used simultaneously to both explore, negotiate and form social identities. These social

identities of Youth are always in some ways extensions of the parent cultures and wider

social networks. In the words of Simon Frith:

Pop tastes do notjust derive from our socially constructed identities: they also help

to shape them....What music does (all music) is put into play a sense of identity that

may or may no¡ fit the way we are placed by other social forces (1996: 216-211 ,

my emphasis).

'May or may not'because music encourages and permits the play that blurs those symbolic

boundaries, as discussed earlier in this thesis. It "can also suggest that our social

circumstances are not immutable and that other people - performers, fans - share our

dissatisfaction" (Frith 1996: 217). Like "serious play", which it frequently underpins,

music allows that step into the subjunctive, analysed in previous chapters.

Furthermore, with the blurring of styles and the eroding of certainties, previous

assumptions about the (Modernist) meaning of particular styles also erode (Conner l99l;
Beezer 1992; i|dnggleton 1997). Indeed, Redhead argues that "'authentic' subcultures

were produced by subcultural theories, not the other way round" (1990:25).

2t Similarly, as we saw in an earlier chapter, Fran and her friencl Cindy woulcl adamantly declare that smoking
was abhorrent to them because it was 'unnatural' while willingly indulging in marijuana. This drug fitted more
closely into their idealised selves drawn from each girl's familial background.
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Music Production and the Search for The ReaI Me

The search for distinction between the 'real' and the 'inauthentic' and the struggle to

manifest the difference, aÍe also tacitly behind the respective bodily praxes, the (playful)

'practices' of styles of dance and movement of the teenagers in front of mirrors or cameras,

detailed earlier.zz It also helps explain the different forms of music prodttction that the

girls were engaged in. Apart from involvement with music as consumers, several of the

teenagers were also actively engaged with making or producing music. Kate played a

trombone and electronic key board, Sara played the violin, Diane played a guitar, Janine

played guitar and some keyboard within her rock band, Pat worked in a voluntary capacity

at aTechno radio station and learnt how to M.C. at Raves. Their choices of instrument and

musical production were not as arbitrary as appears at first sight if examined in the light of
their familial contexts and 'investments'. Firstly, of course the kind of instrument they

selected was determined partly by finances and educational opportunity and access, for all

of the teenagers who played an instrument were taught to play them through an educational

institution. Pat's development of her techno production skills was only gained after she

syS'W to take a suitable training course. So what instrument they chose was partly

determined by what choices were made available to them within those institutions and

within the financial constraints of their personal situations.

Yet secondly, even within these constraints were other factors. Janine's choice of instrument

and style of music is perfectly in keeping with a paradigm acceptable to her Aboriginal family

and wider social network. During my fieldwork I attended several of Black Image's concerts

and performances. At many of those performances, Janine's band would play amongst other

indigenous musicians, even sometimes including those who have become very widely

appreciated, such as Archie Roach or the members of Trochus. During WOMADelaide, a

biennial World Music event held in the city parklands, I often saw Janine and her friends

wandering the grounds, enjoying the music and attending some of the Aboriginal

performances. In other words, they could attend not only as consumers of the music, but also

knowing they could be part of the 'scene' as indigenous musicians in their own right.23

In a similar way, Kate's trombone was used to express her sense of self that fitted within

her famllial schema for an idealised self. I noted in chapter 1 the way Kate was brought

up to see herself as an independent, non-conformist, feminist young woman. I also gave

several examples in subsequent chapters of the way Kate demonstrated this representation

and constitution of herself through her clothes, her activities, her great ebullient

22 See chapter 3 for more cletailed accounts of these activities.
23 Th" ti.k"tr for WOMAD were always expensive but in the first few years ol its establishment as a biennial
event in Adeìaide, children under fifteen were admitted free with their fee-paying parents or adult famiÌy
members. Even after that time, the families and friends of the performing musicians were usually given some
complimentary entrance t'ickets.
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physicality. She took great delight in showing me her musical ability on the trombone,

delighting, of course, in its size, its awkwardness, its loud noise and its unconventional

image for a fifteen-year old girl. The loud farting noise that she could produce from it also

added greatly to her sense of fun and incongruity. Like Kate herself, her brass instrument

and its sound in the house was physically excessive, appropriating space and deliberately

unsettling domesticity through its noise and sheer presence. This leads us on to consider

another aspect of the relationship between musical and personal authenticity, the

appropriation of physical and symbolic space. In terms of constituting the 'real me', music

is frequently used as a way of creating the mise-en-scène, placing that 'real me'into an

appropriate, material context.

Music and the Mise en Scène

It seems to me, as I look again at the girls' footage, that music continually served as a

cultural thread and an effective link, moving between the worlds that we would popularly

designate as private and public. For example, within the domestic arenas, it highlighted

the centrality of the home in the girls' videos and the various ways in which it was

depicted, indicating both the 'investment' (Holloway 1984) and the ambivalence that the

participants felt towards this 'private' aspect and locus of their lives. Although the

participants sometimes videoed their rooms without verbal commentary, music was

frequently played in the background to provide a particular ambience. In cases where it
became a vitally significant component of the 'mise-en-scène', the music was chosen

quite deliberately to match a particular mood or to tie in with a specific poster of a pop or

rock-star. As in all drama and film, the music integrated the characterisation and themes

of the scene. At other times, if the participant was in front of the camera, talking about

herself, she often had some appropriate music playing softly - and sometimes not so

softly - in the background. In those situations, the music was often selected, seemingly,

to underscore an aspect of her sense of group identity. So, for example, Grace

deliberately selected music from The Violent Femmes, which she described to me as "a

kind of 90s folk punk". Mary, from Papua New Guinea, played Reggae songs while she

was taking the imaginary 'visitor' on a video tour of her house. It appeared to me as I
witnessed such 'performances' that the teenagers were making the music another

symbolic aspect of their sense of self along with the posters and other cultural icons in

their rooms and their homes.

Even when the music was not being played, the importance of its wider status as essential

commodity was present in the record sleeves, CD covers, posters and T-shirts that

frequently decorated the wall spaces. As indicated above, it was not simply the obvious

signif,rcance of fan-group membership that the music implied, but the wider meaning that
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such an icon emitted. For example, as described earlier, in the bedrooms of Janine and her

Aboriginal friends were posters of Bob Marley and, sometimes, Aboriginal musicians.

Mary also had photos of Bob Marley and many posters of Jamaican and African American

basket ball stars. For these teenagers, obviously the colour of the stars and personalities

on their wall posters was significant. What their choice implied was not simply their own

fandom of these cultural groups but that such membership cohered with their immediate

familial and community values and expectations (see Hayward 1998 for comparative

examples). Their choices suggested an awareness of the constraints in their performed

subjectivity and of their 'investments' in these chosen positions.2a

The third way that the music was combined with the girls'camera use was through dance

and music video. Several teenagers recorded their own dancing to their favourite

musicians but when it was "serious play" it was recorded as either 'fly on the wall' (as in

Pat's depictions of the Rave scene) or as a secret activity (as in the case of Grace). In any

other recording, the teenagers tended to exaggerate their movements - using humour to

stress their ironic stance. So, for example, when as described in chapter 3, Diane filmed
her two friends, Helen and Jane, dancing in front of her TV in her bedroom to one of Peter

André's songs, their movements echoed exactly those of the dancers on the television

screen in the pop clip. The teenagers swept in front of the screen, shoulders raised, gazing

with sophisticated disdain over their shoulders, back at the camera.

Helen This is hotv sluttish models walk

Diane (fiIming) Oh very sluttish! Remember to smile. You'Il be famous

This kind of exaggeration, or mimetic excess, always hinted at the moments when

"contradictory realities coexist, each seemingly capable of cancelling the other out"
(Schechner 1993:36). In this way too, music becomes both the way that social space itself
can be transformed and, simultaneously, "it provides means by which people recognise

identities and places, and the boundaries which separate them" (Stokes 1994: 4-5).

Music and Symbolic Boundaries

Highly significantly for this thesis, many theorists have pointed to the way music has a

special function when a culture is under stress or threat. In pre-literate societies it is

2aAs noted in earlier chapters, Wencly Holloway (1984) argues that particular subject positions are taken up
ove¡ other possible conflicting ones at different times according to the amount of investment' that the person
perceives therein. 'Investment' is conceived here as both emotional commitment and vested interest. I would
argue further that that investment stems from the familial and community framework within which the
individual develops her sense of self and thus her range of possible subjectivities.

242



consciously used to ward off the power of evil spirits. In modern societies such actions are

rationalised by using music to bind together the nation and the troops, civilians and the

military, especially in times of war, to create a bond of unity amongst the 'we'as opposed

to the 'them'. Yet ironically, the same vehicle can be used against conformity, to express

dissent and rebellion, creating a different'us'against a different'them'. For example,

Schechner describes the way the young people in Tiananmen Square responded to the

ominous threat of the rigidly-conformist lines of the Communist military by dancing

expansively and idiosyncratically to Western pop music (1993:51-63). In a less serious

context, but equally partisan, supporters at football matches sing out their own team's

'anthem' as they symbolically mark out their space and identity against the threat of the

other, both sides competing, of course, within the same territory. Similarly, in my

fieldwork, when Sara played her tape deck loudly from her bedroom or when Cate turned

up the volume of her radio to mask our 'private' discussion from her parents, territory is

being marked out and appropriated. Both of these events were described in detail in

chapter 4.

If we consider the transformation of places for large scale music and dance events, we are

given another insight into this phenomenon. I have already described the perfunctory

transformation of The R.S.L. Halls for Blne Light discos. I was to witness far more

dramatic transformations through Pat's affiliation with the Rave Scene in Adelaide, as

described earlier in chapter 5, and through my own attendance at several Rock concerts. I
will consider both of these type of events a little further here.

The Rave at Old Adelaide .IaiI

During my fieldwork as noted earlier I attended several Raves and dance clubs with Pat,

sometimes being 'official' camera person for her when she didn't want to film herself but

wanted the event recorded and sometimes just as a participant attempting to be part of the

scene as unobtrusively as possible. My notes were frequently full of anxieties about those

evenings, aware that my age and appearance could not easily render my presence invisible

or unnoticed amongst the usual patrons. Indeed, on one occasion I soon became aware that

there were fewer young people at the event that night than usual; as soon as a number of
teenagers saw the camera and an older person, they assumed that I must represent some

sort of legal authority. Because of this, sometimes I relied vicariously on Pat's comments

and camera footage for major Rave events although she often invited me to come along.

One such event that she filmed, as I noted earlier, was held at the Old Adelaide Jail. The

jail had been closed as a correctional institution for some years but was still used as a

museum and could be hired as a function centre. Several successful Raves had been held

there previously, probably because of its romantic and dark past.
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As she was particularly excited about this Rave, being one of the voluntary assistants to the

organisers, Pat videoed the different stages of setting up the event and then explained each

section to me as we watched the footage together. Before the viewers' eyes, as we watched

the workers set up scaffolds, lights and lasers, and then saw it fill with young people and

music, the prison was transformed into a totally different space. Of course such a

transformation is particularly fascinating in terms of what the building was used for and

constructed as originally - a place of incarceration, surveillance and control. Raves held

outside ofclub venues ofcourse have several added advantages; firstly they are often not

subjected to the same kind of legal controls, especially if the venue is a secret one.

Secondly, they also can potentially accommodate far more bodies. Thirdly, the unusual

setting, especially if it offers "forbidden and unpredictable senses of place" (Thornton

1995: 22) can add to the excitement of the event. In fact, as Thomton points out, although

the rave scene often sees itself as an 'outlaw culture', their main antagonists are not the

police (who threaten, arrest and confine) and but the media "who continually threaten to

release its cultural knowledge to other social groups" (1995: 90, emphasis in the original).

On the evening of Pat's rave at the Old Adelaide Jail, the loud electronic sounds of the techno

music and the mechanical and almost synchronised movement of the young people as they

danced, seemed to ironically re-appropriate that control for new purposes. On the one hand,

it would be a mistake to assume that the people who attended raves as a leisure activity were

all from the same class or ethnic background. Clearly, a mix of different populations and

cultural groupings attended different dances at different times and places, depending on the

particular genres and practices that were popular at any time. At the same time, the clothing,

style, music and gatekeeping strategies give an overall impression of homogeneity. In other

words, through the eye of the camera the resulting dance, image and movement appeared not

as potentially anarchic and individualistic but as a seething, homogeneous mass of similarly

clad bodies moving in relative unison to insistent, repetitive beats. Indeed, the composition

of the crowd itself at each rave can appear remarkably alike; the gatekeeping controls,

whether overt or tacit are extremely effective. Furthermore, under the influence of the techno

beat, narcotics and alcohol a different kind of subterranean gloss for the participants was

undoubtedly perceived. Particularly under the influence of Ecstasy or other designer drugs,

the ordinary seems remarkably clever turning "banal thoughts into epiphanies" (Thomton

1995: 9l). Similarly, the differences and distinctions of the ravers seem to blend into one

unified vision. The individual loses a sense of self within the larger pulsating whole.

If music magically transforms material places for the raves and therefore possibilities for
"self-making", it does so in a different way at rock and pop concerts, on more public

stages. During my fieldwork I attended several concerts that I knew the girls would also

be attending. Madonna's concert, The Girlie Show, where Peter André was a supporting

act, was particularly memorable and took place not long after my discussion about the star
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with Bekk and Diane at school. Both had attested to admiring Madonna tremendously as

"she stands up for what she believes in" and of course Diane had long been an ardent fan

of Peter André. I felt sure she would try to obtain a ticket somehow but in fact I did not

see either girl at the concert. The ticket prices certainly were prohibitive. Hilary told me

later that she did attend but sat outside on the grass. She couldn't afford a ticket but wanted

to hear the music. I did however see a few of the other teenagers from my research project

there, such as Grace and some of her close friends. I went with my own teenage daughter

and two of her friends.25 The concert was held in the immense football stadium where

regular sporting events and some of the larger, prestigious rock concefts take place.

Fascinatingly, I soon realised that the massive size of the venue, together with Madonna's

persona of excessive and transgressive sexuality, was deliberately laying the groundwork

for a media-dispersed moral panic with its potential for disturbance and concern. This

overall 'package' of out-of-control and excess was therefore a clever aspect of Madonna's

(self) promotion and marketing. It also highlighted, for her fans, a potential for symbolic

play. As Skeggs points out, "Madonna (like Bowie and Prince) has always played with

multiple subjectivities that vacillate between gender categories. Whilst her continual

change of image is an effective marketing strategy, it also demonstrates...that femininity is

a masquerade and performance" (Skeggs 1993:11). I will return to this point below but

firstly, I will turn to my field notes to describe Madonna's concert in some detail.

Madonnq Concert - 1. 12. 93

The first thing I became aware of, as we approached the extemal gate, was the row of
yellow-shirted bouncers. They stood by the trestle tables to search everyone's bags to

check for all the 'forbiddens' - alcohol, cameras, umbrellas, cans, food and drink,

weapons, drugs. They were actually not as thorough as the bouncers at U2, another heavily

promoted concert I had attended in this same venue a few weeks before. I actually held up

my binocular cases and asked why they didn't search those. The gate-keeper looked a bit

sheepish. 'Aren't they just binoculars?" he asked. They were but they easily could have

concealed something else. At first sight these bouncers seemed actually more friendly than

those at U2, who seemed more like police or security guards. Maybe it was the yellow

shirts. Maybe it was because the majority of their expected audience here was young and

female, although I soon realised that was not necessarily so.

As we climbed up into the oval area, away from the food and toilets area, the sight was

amazing; row upon row of neatly-arranged chairs on the flat oval in front of the grand

" All of these teenagers had saved up their money from part-time jobs for quite a while for this event. They
spent considerable time after the event discussing the length of time it took them to be able to purchase the
tickets and the consequent (perceived) entertainment value of the concert itself.
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stands. It was almost like a massive outside prayer meeting. The arrangement was unusual

for a rock concert because normally a large general admission area was left open and flat
without seating so that the audience can get close to the stage and dance. This stage had

crash barriers around it and immediately behind this, the $200 seats. The regular ticketed

seats of $62.50 were quite a way from the front.

The age group of the audience seemed at first sight to be very varied. Gender seemed to be

quite evenly divided which surprised me at first. I actually had thought there would be more

women. It could have been though that many young men came to accompany their female

paftners or relatives, rather than being personal fans of the pop star.

The stage was relatively bare and the teenagers whom I was with all commented on the

absence of large video screens, which we had heard would be there, and the lack of a cat

walk into the audience. The stage was framed by the words the Girlie Show in huge lights

with a red, scalloped curtain framing a proscenium arch. On either side of the stage were

two massive speakers, but that was it. It all looked remarkably drab.

I saw Grace and after saying hello, said that I hadn't realised she would be there. She said

that the boyfriend of her friend's mother had passed on some free tickets to them. They had

to stay in the general admission area. Until she had said that I hadn't realised there was a

general admission area. It was behind the rows of seats but to the left of the stage. Because

it was raised up on a slight mound, I thought that the view there would be better than our

seats. It was allocated to people who had won tickets through the various competitions on

the radio or for people who were given free tickets through some other source. I learnt that

musicians themselves are frequently offered free tickets to various concerts.

Apart from Grace I didn't recognise anyone else, but my daughter and her friends did seem to

expect to know many people there and went offto find out where they were sitting. There was

a sense that one could wander through the crowd that was building up now without fear of
getting lost or separated. The seats were clearly marked so geographical areas were easily

identified. The careful marking of the auditorium was echoed by the oral signs of control and

order; an unidentified male voice presumably from the stage area continuously and seemingly

unnecessarily admonished the crowd, ordering them to "Move to your seats. Move out of the

aisle and into your seats. Keep out ofthe aisles and keep off(don't stand on) your seats". The

crowd seemed incredibly sedate and obedient. We were even wamed about how to behave

after the show Fifteen minutes before the performance started, the voice told the audience

'After the show the crash barriers will be down. Get out quickly after the show".

At eight o'clock Peter André's act was announced. The audience started to scream and

everyone in front of us stood up. We could hear the music but there was absolutely no
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visual sense of the stage and the performers at all. I decided to move right to the back of
the grandstand. That area was elevated and had stone steps.

The huge spotlights were not completely on as it wasn't really dark yet. Peter André's act

was applauded by the audience - especially his better known songs like "Give me a sign"

but there was not a real sense of engagement with the audience. Possibly his lack of
engagement was built into his contract so that he did not to compete too much

with Madonna.

Around the oval were very few signs or advertisements. There was a West End tent that

sold Coke, two tents selling Madonna memorabilia at either end of the oval and one large

tent selling programmes and T:shirts in the middle, just in front of the stands. There was a

red light flashing in front of it like a sales beacon. So the overall effect of the lack of
activity combined with the constant warnings and reprimands about where to go and what

to do served to make the audience docile and rather subdued.

After Peter André left the stage the technicians began to prepare a different set of lights.

While this was occurring the stream of directives continued: "Don't jump the barriers!

Remember, some people queued out for days to get the front tickets so do not go into that

area unless you have the correct ticket. They deserve to get to their seats at the front".

This constant reminder about security was interesting because the actual police presence

as indicated earlier, was actually minimal. All one could see were the yellow T-shirted

bouncers actually called "the yellow walls" by the voice on the loud speaker. As the time

for Madonna's entrance came closer - marked down by the voice: "Five minutes to Show

Time" - the background music, which was fairly muted, changed to a repetitive drum

beat. Two large cloth screens were unrolled on either side of the stage. There were

diagrams on the screens and occasionally shadows appeared on the screens suggestive of
Madonna's fingers or body just for a moment, like a tease. At the sight of such a shadow

on the screens loud screams would be emitted from the crowd.

The two older teenage girls in front of us suddenly turned round and asked if any of us in

the vicinity had any cigarette papers. A woman in the seat next to me said "No" but then

asked if they had any "dope". The girls laughed and produced a small packet of marijuana.

The woman then showed them how to remove the tobacco from one of her cigarettes and

then fill the paper with the marijuana leaves. They then borrowed another cigarette of hers

to do the same with. As they all lit up another young woman in front of them looked back

and smiled. I probably missed the interchange but she too was smoking dope within the

next quarter of an hour. I got the impression that she borrowed either dope or cigarette

papers or the light from the girls in front of us. One of these two girls extracted a full flask
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of whisky out from its hiding place from the waist band of her jeans. I thought about the

yellow T-shirted bouncers outside and about my earlier impression that they were rather

relaxed about their searching. I also thought about the combination of the dope and the

straight whisky. The girls finished off the flask before the end of the show.

As the crowd waited for the technicians to finish and the act to begin, it started to get

restless. One balloon was passed in the crowd on our right. Suddenly people below us in

the oval began to point excitedly to their right. I actually wondered if Madonna was

suddenly going to appear from there but it tumed out to be a Mexican Wave. It was the

first time that evening that the crowd started to behave like a cohesive group. It had been

a spontaneous reaction to the boredom, I think. The wave ran all over the area- firstly
along the stands then across the oval area. It was funny but interestingly seemed to

contradict the carefully constructed sense of order and control that had been developed all

night. The wave wasn't permitted to continue for long - the lighting changed, the oval

went darker, the lights on the stage area became more dramatic and the music became more

insistent. The Girlie Såow lights in blue and green were illuminated as circus music began

and the red scalloped curtain descended to form an old-fashioned formal stage setting. The

dancing lights made balloon patterns on the curtain and the crowd started to scream.

The overall impression of the show itself was one of extreme burlesque and carnival. The

lights were glaringly bright and the curtains, sets and costumes frequently gold and silver

glitter. The emphasis was on dance and movement more than the music alone. Sometimes

there were sections of pure modern ballet, no lyrics at all - especially in sections where

all male performers danced in what was meant to be a mildly erotic routine.

Clothing, style and movement \üere exaggerated and camped up throughout the show, either

by Madonna herself or by the other dancers, frequently deliberately bluning conventional

gender lines. Madonna appeared as Marlene Dietrich in her famous drag outfit of a dinner

suit, white shirt, cropped hair and cane during several numbers llke Bye Bye Baby and Like

a Virgin, adding to this bluning of gender and representation. Madonna then danced with

female dancers so she was male to their female characters. At other times, she would appear

as female but was paftnered by another female as in the overtly erotic Justifi My Love.

On the way out the car parking gave way to the chaos that had been strictly under control

in the grounds. Cars were everywhere and facing everywhere. We all sat in our cars, some

people patiently and some not so patiently, and all the cars had their radios blaring and

Madonna's voice was everywhere to be heard.

So what is meaningful about such concerts as Madonna's for the young women in my

research? Madonna clearly made connections between her music, her body and freedom
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of sexual inhibition. For the audience, the concert also reinforced aspects of cultural

identity and identity as process that I discussed earlier. Firstly, Madonna's playing with

style and gender through carnival, camp and excess reinforces the sense of shifting

identities, the "striking of poses" discussed throughout this thesis. The pop star highlights

and exploits the usual binary way in which young women are defined - as good girl/bad

girl, as "damned whores" or "God's Police" (Summers 1975). She also holds up sexual

identity and orientation for scrutiny by playing with different gender roles even within one

song. Again to quote Beverley Skeggs,

Popular culture, especially music, is a prime site for challenges. Bricolage,

appropriation and pastiche enable the popular to remaìn popular...By playing popular

culture so well Madonna is able to use its spaces to make challenges. They may not

be perfect, sometimes even problematic, but...they contribute to a shifting of the

discursive boundaries (Skeggs 1993: 72).

Barbara Ehrenreich and associates observed a similar use of cultural commodities when

they studied the way Beatlemania in the 1960s permitted recognition and vocal expression

of female sexuality by the young female fans for the first time.

To abandon control - to scream, faint, dash about in mobs - was in form if not in

conscious intent, to protest the sexual repressiveness, the rigid double standard of

female teen culture. It was the first and most dramatic uprising of yvomen's sexual

revolution (Ehrenreich eL al. 1992:90).

None of this is to suggest a simple relationship between popular music and empowerment.

Rather it hints again at the complexity of young people's engagement with popular culture

in all its forms and its integration into their lives through bodily praxis. Even the sense of
rebellion and illicit behaviours emerge in this forum; hence the exchange of marijuana and

secret (and excessive) drinking of the alcohol. Lawrence Grossberg, writing specifically

about young audiences, called this phenomenon "the affective sensibility of fandom":

There is the satisfaction of doing what others would have you do, the enjoyment of

doing what you want, the fun of breaking the rules, tbe fulfilment - however

temporary and artificial - of desires, the catharsis, the comfort of escaping from

negative situations, the reinforcement of identifying with a character, and the thrill of

sharing another's emotional life (Grossberg 1992: 55).

Such insights bring us back again to notions of play and its role in shifting boundaries and

testing symbolic barriers.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, and indeed through out this thesis, I have examined the ways in which

serious play and its more extreme, theatrical manifestation of mimetic excess enabled

explorations of each girl's sense of self to be constituted and performed, both materially

and symbolically. Through their bodily behaviours, gestures, dress and food preferences,

the girls tested out their 'being' in the world within pre-conceived boundaries, as gendered,

classed, ethnic and aged subjects. I also explored the subsequent tension created between

this serious sometimes "desperate play" and the girls "sense of the game" through their

creative appropriation of cultural symbols within domestic and public spaces. All of these

aspects of self-making, the physical, the emotional, the sexual, the material and the

symbolic, are, of course, intricately linked. The sense of one's 'place' in the world is about

how one 'relocates' oneself and about how one's social identities are established within

discursive contexts and within moral and political hierarchies. In Giddens' phraseology, it
is also how we "re-embed" ourselves, as spaces become "phantasmagorically" separated

from place (Giddens 1990: 88). As a consequence of modernity, places become

"thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from

them" (p l8) These influences, expressed through diverse activities and practices,

highlight the way they both reflect and create social groupings.

In other words, on the one hand it is clear that popular cultural activities emerge as an

expression of particular values from social groupings - clearly, they have a material social

origin. On the other hand, and perhaps more importantly, the social groupings themselves

are created and shaped through the shared aesthetic expression of specif,rc cultural

activities. These activities and social performances have to be understood as practices "in

which meanings are generated, manipulated and even ironised, within certain limitations"
(Stokes 1994: 4). Particularly in the case of young people, they are always underpinned

by, and expressed through, popular music.

But, as suggested earlier, the musical tastes and distinctions of my teenage participants

were both derived from their familial and social backgrounds and simultaneously helped

to form them. So, for example, rather than music and musical tasÍe reflecting aspects of a

pre-conceived sexuality or conventional gendered or 'classed'behaviour, we need to see

that the forms and aesthetics of popular music are signifying practices through which

discourses of sexuality, gender, ethnicity and 'class' are negotiated (Frith 1985).

As indicated throughout this thesis, music played a central role in the everyday lives of the

young participants of my research. Its paramount place was then reflected in the video

footage taken by all ofthe teenagers as they recorded and reflected upon these experiences.

In fact, their inclusion of the music and its importance caused problems when we later
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completed the documentary and considered where and how the film could be distributed;

we potentially had a great deal of music copyright to pay for. However, what is of central

concern in this chapter are the ways in which music underpinned the process of each

teenager's simultaneous representation and constitution of self.
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CHAPTER 8

STRIKING POSES

Images are at the heart of our construction as subjects and perhaps for that reason

images are also impugned as imprecise, unscientific, unmanageable things in need of

subordination and control (Nichols 1991: 9 emphasis in the original)

Sometimes I look in tlte mirror and I think...this is me? (Hila$.

Concluding Remarks

In this thesis I have addressed a number of issues relating to representation and gender.

The specific focus has been on the notion of identity as process; that is that identity is

not fixed or even fixable but rather more like a problem constantly in search of a

solution. By centring my analytic lens on the process of "self-making" of a number of
teenage girls, living in the same broader culture, I have inevitably exposed several other

facets of such a search - issues of age, gender, class and ethnicity. These issues were

not separate from those that emerged out of my own role as an ethnographer, exploring

an aspect of my own culture; in the process of this thesis they are acknowledged and

explored as some of the problems of auto-ethnography and undertaking anthropology "at

home". The movement through these layers of selfhood is not linear but rather could be

likened to a spiral, for we continually return to the same point but from a slightly

different perspective.

The use of the video camera in my fieldwork highlighted the role of technology and of
"works of art in the age of mechanical reproduction" (Benjamin 1969) in the way the self

is conceptualised. In the late 1990s, new technologies are even more pivotal in the ways

identities come to be conceived, constituted and represented. Like Benjamin, Michael

Taussig (1993) has argued that such new ways of experiencing the world, simultaneously

as both original and copy, referent and symbol, have led to the re-emergence of the mimetic

faculty in the struggle for (self) representation; that is the importance of becoming the

'other' has been highlighted as central to the way all cultures attempt to understand and
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situate the self - the "me" who is both like you and distinct from "you"; a self who is both

"me" and "not me" at the same moment.l

For the young women in my research project, cultural identity has become something that

is constantly in flux, a project continually and impossibly in the process of completion.

The camera, the video, the computer and all their related technologies have increasingly

demonstrated that what we had understood as reality and capable of being objectively

represented is in fact consÍittúed through its representatrons.

What is transformed in the postmodern perspective, is not simply the 'image' of the

person, but an interrogation of the discursive and disciplinary place from which

questions of identity are strategically and institutionally posed (Bhabha 1987: 5).

This not only suggests that subjectivity is socially bounded but that also questions about

subjectivity, ways of thinking about self and other, are similarly determined by social

structuring. What I argue throughout this thesis is that each girl was continually

negotiating and struggling with this ephemeral subjectivity through her own "sense of
the game" within a complex variety of social fields. The self that emerges and is

continually renegotiated is the product of "the relation benveen two realizations of
historical action, in bodies and in things" (Bourdieu 1993: 126, emphasis in the

original). René Margritte's art and underlying philosophy, with which this thesis began,

points towards the same thought:

The problem lies precisely in not accepting any explanation of the world either

through chance or determinism. I am not responsible for my belief. It is not even I
who decides that I am not responsible - and so on to infinity: I am obliged not to

believe. There is no point of departure (cited in Berger 1980: 159).

The first chapter, Ceci N'est Pas Une Jeune Fille, has indicated the way such a

philosophy and theoretical perspective unsettles the conventional antimony between

reality and (its) representation. In this perspective, the representation is the reality, for

there is no way of understanding the 'Íeal', the 'authentic', without understanding the

paradox of its on-going creation and evolution. It is on-going because the subjectivity

itself does not exist separately from the social structures in which it is historically

embedded. Again to use Bourdieu's words, "the individual, and even the personal, the

subjective, is social, collective. Habitus is a socialised subjectivity" (1993:126). As I

I I am of course not suggesting that all ways of comprehending the self as a concept clepend upon a \ilestern,
ethnocentric, individualistic and rational model. But I am arguing that all concepts of subjectivity include
aspects of "distinction" (Bourdieu 1984) and "dffirance" (Derrida 1978).
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have demonstrated, that does not mean that every action by a young person ls

simplistically pre-determined by class, gender or ethnicity but that actions and

behaviours emerge out of the tension between "conditioning" and "cognitive

construction" (p.127). It is what Bourdieu has called the "sense of the game", the way

in which habitus, which is manifested through social embodiment, adjusts itself

continually to the field which it inhabits (p. 128).

This perspective, applied here to the particular issues of my heldwork, necessitates a move

away from an economically-determined model of class and gender. The usual subcultural

interpretation of young people's life-style choices becomes inadequate. Conceptualising

young people as 'problem' or celebrating their cultural activities as resistanc¿, emerge as

explanations which are far too limiting. Rather, a more complex paradigm of social

reproduction is required. To do this, I have drawn extensively on the work of Pierre

Bourdieu with his focus on a dialogue between objectivism and subjectivism. With a close

exploration of how material conditions of everyday life become experienced, embodied,

internalised and naturalised, I have attempted to portray how each girl's habitt¿s has

underpinned her simultaneous constituting and representing of a gendered self. The result

is a demonstration of the fascinating and serious role of play in all facets of her everyday

world and experiences.

Chapters 1 and 2 also sought to contextualise my conceptual use of 'play' within a wider

anthropological framework. Drawing on the work of Turner, Schechner and Handelman I
have discussed the ways the teenagers' activities, on and away from the video camera, can

be interpreted as a form of serious play. For the majority of the time, play was kept within

safe bounds, so that what was experienced and explored stayed within each girl's

investment in the "sense of the game". If the tension became too great so that the arbitrary

nature of the 'mles' became in danger of being exposed, the mode became mimetic excess.

Humour, excessive theatrical expression or even "dark play" (Schechner 1993) emerged as

ways of dealing with the threat. The role of the video camera in each girl's struggles to

create, understand and represent herself was manifested by the conceptual frames that she

placed around her worlds. We came to see what aspects of her life were hlmed and held

up for scrutiny, what was not hlmed at all and what was filmed and then re-edited, aspects

removed as though they had never been.

The subsequent chapters ,3, 4 and 5, explored the teenagers' play and self-making activities

in very specific contexts. Firstly, I unravelled the very notion of embodied socialisation by

examining more closely the ways the girls' self-making centred on their bodies. Here we

saw how clothes, demeanour, food and bodily substances were all considered and

constrained through each girl's understanding of her own microculture. Again the broader
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concept of 'class' alone obfuscates the issues and becomes too blunt an analytical tool to

account for the nuanced differences that I describe here.z

Embodied play was then explored in relation to space, as the next two chapters investigated

notions of privacy as "space to play" (Handelman 1990) in both domestic and more public

locales. Chapter 6 related these 'private spaces' and the bierarchical nature of social

groupings of the school to wider social networks. Here we could see that the girls' dyadic

and polyadic friendships were closely tied into the ethos of their familial and wider social

structures. The form of the ideal 'cool' self was closely related to specific cultural notions

of distinction and social differentiation.

The final chapter related each girl's habitus and self-making to her "investment"

(Holloway 1984; Bourdieu 1992) in experiential musical communities of affinity and

fandom. This last movement links the local to the global self, for in the Australian post-

industrial culture in which these girls are embedded, the two are inextricably linked. Here

I sought to explicate why music and its technologies were so central to the lives of the

young participants of my study.

One final unusual aspect of this thesis needs to be restated. The task that I set myself, the

theoretical frameworks and the methodology that I employed to realise the research, were of

course tightly intertwined. As I came to select, analyse and re-present my ethnographic

material I saw the parallel between this and what the young participants were doing in their

documentaries and self-making. Just as they ignored some aspects of their lives, taking them

for granted or highlighted other areas, deliberately choosing to foreground these scenes in their

narratives, so I too made choices. I drew attention to cerlain images while overlooking or

playing down the importance of others, through my own unconscious perspectives, my

theoretical frameworks or through my intellectual limitations. The resulting canvases, theirs

and mine, I would argue, reveal the complexity and richness of cultural experience. The

choices also highlight that ethnography, like hlm-making and like identity itseli is a process.

As soon as one attempts to capture the narrative in any fixed paradigm, it slips from one's

grasp and reveals itself for what it can only ever be - partial and incomplete. In the on-going

process and struggle of their self-making, the young women in my research project were

probably well aware that they were 'striking poses'. They were attempting to pin down the

ephemeral, the elusive, the fiction that became 'fact' only in the very process of their fantasy.

2 Frequently researchers focus on one aspect of Bourdieu's writings ignoring the othe¡s. It is important to
realise that Bourdieu's research spans a wide and organic range of concerns, theoretical and substantive, which
move beyond thinking in terms of simplistic material / political economies. Instead his inquiries point to the
serious limitations of considering one facet of cultural existence without taking on board the others; that is
"Bourdieu seeks to overcome the debilitating reduction of sociology to either an objectivist physics of material
structures or a constructivist phenomenology of cognitive forms by means of a genetic structuralism capable
of consuming both" (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 5).
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