Lecture Notes: ENG 3YY3 (Contemporary Youth Culture), McMaster University
Professor Tim Walters
….took an English course at MAC based on Youth Culture…programming subcommittee take a look through…I’ve bolded some interesting concepts(
· Youth does not exist – it is a social construct

· If YOUTH is associated with what is COOL and if what is considered cool is always changing than our common conceptions of youth are changing too…

· Ages 12 – 24 hmmmm

· Our ideas of youth are largely derived from the way youth appear to us through various avenues of popular culture which make/define as much as they reflect their youthful subjects

· Youth is defined as being against the dominant culture which in this world is white, male, adult one

· What is the fascination with youth culture and being forever young???

Youth is what this culture makes it out to mean through representation.

Representation is the social production of meaning through sign systems, where the signifier (word) plus the signified (meaning) compose the sign

Word/signifier - Y-O-U-T-H   Concept/signified – Young adults between the ages of 12-14 + 19-24 = SIGN.

· This is the meaning of youth that we can say for sure, the elementary definition which makes speaking of them as a them possible in the first place.  This is what youth means at Barthes’ first level of signification, and it means nothing more than this.  

· The first-order sign (linguistic, denotative) is the signifier in the 2nd order (connotative, mythic).  When we speak of, represent, make assumptions about, what youth actually means, however – which is to say when see speak of youth as anything other than a word and its definition – we are talking about what youth has been made to mean, the infinite and shifting range of assumptions that our culture shares about them. 

· Every act of representation takes place within the broader context of our culture’s ideology, our ideas about economics, about politics –electoral, gender, racial, sexual etc.

· And it is this fact, that representation is and must always be connected to power in the broadest sense that takes us back to square one however unintentionally. 

WHY [did we] study representations of youth? 

1. Because what representation makes youth mean matters, both for them, and for those of us who are not youth: it has effects.

· For youth, it offers them models from which to draw their identities.  We all construct ourselves in these ways, both consciously and unconsciously, but youth are assumed to be less than fully formed (or less than adults) and utilize the representations on offer more substantially or intensely.  

· As such, the precise nature of the models on offer has a significant impact on why they will become, on what they believe it means to be a youth, a boy, a girl, a citizen etc.  

· This is not to say that everyone has to decide whether to be a brain, a jock, a princess, a rebel without a cause, a degenerate amoral thug, a ditzy shopaholic etc. 

· Nor is it to say that these are all ‘bad’ choices, or that we do not negotiate with these images of youth in sophisticated ways, not just as passive consumers, as we construct ourselves.  

· BUT nothing comes from nothing, and we choose only from those options which are made available, and often most widely available for us, and there is nothing ideologically neutral about this terrain, nor is how we choose separate from the kind of world this is or will be.  

2. Because if we can concede – if I and this material have convinced you – that youth is a thing that is constructed, and that the ways in which it is constructed have culturally important effects, in the ‘real world’, in our daily lives, then
· we must recognize the extent to which this process affects other concepts which we take for granted, which things simply ‘exist’.  

· What means man, woman, gay, black, white, cool, beautiful

· What means freedom, good, bad, terrorist, dictator, democracy, torture, beneficial. 

“As a symbol of our collective future, youth remind us of the presence of the social, our responsibility to others, a concern for wider public interests, and social relations that cannot be judged within the parameters of profit, consumerism and commercialism…popular representations of youth signal a particular crisis – [and] do so through a discourse of privatization that fails to locate youth and the problems they face within the related geographies of the social and the political.” 

- Henry Giroux

