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ABSTRACT

The sociocultural, economic, and political participation of girls has become a
prevalent focus of policy, research, and practice. Despite their increasing visibility in the
demographic composition of Canadian society, however, racialized minority girls remain
largely invisible in these debates. Monolithic discourses of girl power, ‘at risk” girls,
youth participation and feminist activism do not account for the complex and uneven
ways in which minority girls engage as knowledge producers, advocates, and community
participants within cultural contexts that foster the depoliticization and social exclusion
of young women of colour. Minority girls face intersecting barriers to civic participation
and social inclusion ‘on their own terms’ related to race, gender, age, citizenship,
language, class and religion, among other factors.

As rapid global change reconfigures girls’ local realities and thus, their practices
of engagement, our traditional models and discourses of participation must be expanded.
To problematize the relations of power under which minority girls constitute their
practices of engagement and community building, I constructed a transdisciplinary
conceptual framework grounded in postcolonial and transnational feminist theories.

The research examined minority girls’ practices of ‘transformative engagement’

(TE) in a collaborative, community-based, feminist Participatory Action Research project
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entitled “It’s About Us.” The study was based in Victoria, British Columbia, a
predominantly Euro-Western Canadian city. “It’s About Us™ responded to minority girls’
requests for a minority- and girl-centered epistemic space from which to explore their
experiences of gendered racialization. Expressive methods including popular theatre,
photography, and art served as vehicles for their engagement. The iterative feminist
research design yielded data garnered from focus groups, theatre sessions, and scripts,
participant-observation, journaling and photo-ethnography. This design provided the
enabling conditions to deepen and sustain the girls’ practices of oppositional agency and
thus the emergence of transformative engagement.

I developed an Interpretive Spiral Model (ISM) to extricate the difficulties of
translating a feminist conceptual framework into a sustainable, girl-centered project. My
findings characterize transformative engagement as a multisited, precarious, generative
form of praxis, rather than a formulaic process with guaranteed outcomes. I propose that
the facilitation of transformative engagement entails four intersecting strategies: border
crossing into exclusionary spaces, resources, and lines of power; developing safe,
strategic communities of belonging; producing disruptive, critical knowledge; and
engaging in public and social action.

Overall, the girls’ strategies of transformative engagement reveal a spectrum of
subversive, deeply contextualized, multifaceted feminisms congruent with their own
needs and experiences. The transformative engagement process resulted in multiple
successful outcomes including theatre and conference presentations, media and website
productions, and, most notably, contribution to the creation of a network of over 100
racialized girls and women called Anti-dote. The research findings illustrate how girl-
centered, feminist action research can provide avenues to support minority girls’ unique
practices of resistance and social change, and feature their voices more prominently in

community, policy, research, and practice.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE........ccccccscesersonsassssssasesssonsonnsosistssisiessass s saes il
ABSTRACT ... ..o niserms ssnmaims avasisns (o ssarsss siss e B s as i s s e e o iii
TABLE OF CONTENTS i s msmminassssrissasansus svssisns somsmwansscusuonssvewssssewsassvise \'
{11 T 05§ 3 e WORYSSOROR O S-S SR e IUONURIONNg viii
LISTIOF FIGURES ......ccconvussecnseseaseasonsnsarsassassssassasossssassssssesssasssrsnassnssssavasssnsssessanssonssassss X
CHAPTER 1: “IT’S ABOUT US”: ENGAGING FOR TRANSFORMATION................ 1
GITIROOT 00 PINK cssmmasmssvumsvusasss sassmssonssssssisessnsasssns s s iiiro mso s o oA R o as s e 1
Relevance of the SBIAY ..oawunmmmmssnsaumasnmsnsnssstssssasimssnesmissssssssimssses 4
HiStOry and COMEEXT ......cvevuieieeieiieeti ettt bae st esb e aesaesaesaasnaeeaeeres 5
S ADODE LS Lernseesnmmenmnomnssinsonsrmonmmnstsmsrinsrasssssonssansrssseessnsissonenssnatastetsnnssssastnnnsonsad SESRHE 8
TianSIGHNALIVE ENeavBment oo s v fesissssssassniiseaiisss st 10
Foeus of thie DISEeHatiON. ... aismismimsasinasesivpa st s iistssmissons 11
B A O T O oo B ol o BB B B B s st o D R B B 12
CHAPTER 2: THEORIZING THE CHANGING CONTEXTS OF GIRLHOOD:
POSTCOLONIAL AND TRANSNATIONAL EFFECTS ....ccccccccussssscsssassnsosessssssssossnsss 16
Postcolonialism, Transnationalism, and Girlhood ...........ccceveveeeiiiiiiiinieeeeeeeeeeee 18
CHAPTER 3: CONSTITUTING GIRLHOODS: TALKING BACK TO MASTER
NARRATIVES ......ooieeieerteteserssessessesesssessessessessassesssessssessssssessessessessessessessssssassessessess 25
Peeling Back the COVETS ..ovscorcecssemesssronsonsssasssassrsssnsnnsnnsssassasssitnisssssmsibsstssssoniasssorsaons 25
RACIHNZAEION. <. cousismmnvsssssesmonss samsmn s e s e ey o S e e R G S A e AR aassans 27
Dominant Discourses of Race and Gender .. ccusssiimamssssssssmsssssssssisssisssssas 28
Theorizing Whiteness, Locality, and Social EXCIUSION .........ccceeveeviiveniiiiiniinniccnnns 39
CORBIUSION ...vevnesonesssssnsssnassmorsassnsssssosassonernassnssosssnsssonsanssanssersnsssnssssssssesassasssasssessesssannen 45
CHAPTER 4: REIMAGINING MINORITY GIRLHOOD: A CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK: FOR TRANSFORMATIVE PRAXIS ......ciscsecssscssisssnssassssssssessassvasssns 48
Counter-Storytelling as a Praxis of ResISIANCE ....cousssssisssmsssssmsssssosssssassesonsassassusssons 48
Reconceptualizing Minority Girlhoods..........ccceieiiiriiriiciiniiiecicniiiecececeesiceaee 50
A Transdisciplinary Conceptual Framework on Racialized Girlhoods ...................... 51
Indigenous Posteolonial EpistemOlaBIes .« essasssisssinssssigessssssssbpsisonnssssssusosiaisins 52
Transnational PeminisSms ... sisssssssssnsssssosesssssisssssimasssssssssisssaiasssssssss 54
Theoretical Gaps in Conceptualizing Minority Girlhoods...........cccccevviviiiviinininnnns 56
Disciplinary Cross-Pollinations: A Conceptual NeXus........cccoevveveriiiiniiesiinnininccenns 62
CHAPTER 5: ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR “IT’S ABOUT US”: RESEARCH
DESIGN AND METHODOLODGY wusssssomssimsssissmnis ety 64
The “It’s About Us” Research Project: History and Background.............cceeveuenueene 64
Developing a Project Design and ObJECtiVeS........ccvieuerrieruieieneeieciesieeiesieessassesanns 69
B Lo 1101103 (s, T~ 77
Enabling Conditions:for the Emergence of TE ...ouuusmssssismsssssmesmsssnmsssns 82
CHAPTER 6: WORKING THE GAPS: METHODOLOGICAL STRATEGIES IN
PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH .....coeiiiiiieieeeeseeseceieeecee et 85
WOHKINE THE GHDS ... .o0ncoomermsesmossssmsnsmsnnsesnsesssassonsasnessanssnasponnasnastnsassnsion S eha st heE o tes555 86
Participatory Action Research (PAR): An OVEIVIEW .........cocevuevecnuiivuenecsuninsnsnnensnnns 87
Addressing the Gaps iB PAR. .. vssusmnsmsumsssssmsmisssssissassssssismmassisssussionsstisns 93

[006) 1163 L1 1S3 To) s N 101



vi

CHAPTER 7: WORKING THE GAPS: METHODOLOGICAL STRATEGIES IN

POPULAR THEATRE .csi.c00vossuomasussonmsossssseissssssssssmmnsso s s s missssiisisgyssssse s 103
Eseitaine Foptlar/EREHE, . Ll Sl o i sssdie il e Rsaiueab sasssansnsiaesiydin b entrats 103
Popular Theatres and Social Change ........c..ccccvueiiiiinicniniiniiicceccee e 106
Popular Theatre as a Research Methodology ..........coceeeeereeniineencniiciciccrcsiecncnes 110
(L o | 113

CHAPTER 8: WEAVING KNOWLEDGE THREADS: DILEMMAS IN DATA

INTERPRETATION. ...ttt et eseeesesseesesssessaessaessessassssssesssessesssassassnsens 115
Research DOCUMENtation ...........coeeueriereenieeienecet ettt saa e eanes 115
Data ItEIPIREaON ... .-ssmsissirsnsssmssuss i s s e e ar S e ST e aRaee G 121
Constructing a Medel for Data Anglysis.....ccuusmmsismssssssssmsmmsisssviaissss 124

CHAPTER 9: APPLICATION OF THE INTERPRETIVE SPIRAL MODEL (ISM) FOR

DATA INTERPRETATION........cocteiriieieieteierieereeeentetessessessessessessessessessnssesssssessesasss 129
ReSEaCR QUESHIONS. ... cosmerssessssssssmmmnssonasarsnssonsnasmonsiion e s Sondsiss ihsss sabs sen sossavisasesssssnns 129
First Interpretive Loop: Full Compositional Analysis..........cccceeecerininciinininuennes 130
Finding & PIvol Coneepl. ...cousmssssisssicsssssossssssssssassissssiossisssisssssassssessssss 131
Interpretive Loops: First Fracturing, Counter, and Historicized Analyses............... 135
Final Interpretive Loop: Sites for POSSIDIIitY .......cccevverieviiniiiiinicniiicniccicciceeeene 137

CHAPTER 10: INTERSECTING STRATEGIES OF TRANSFORMATIVE

ENGAGEMEBINT .ccocouuinoissmsissinssssssisnmimmens e ssnsississ s sassissnsgessssssssoavsss 139
A Model of Transformative Engagement..........cosisssissisisssnssmmsinsssmssusssssasossssnss 139
The Praxis of Transformative Engagement ..........cccccooeeiiiiiiiniciciiiiiicciciieecee 142
Transformative Engagement and Oppositional AGEency .........ccccceceeeeeevieeniienivennuen. 144
The “Engaged’ Girl: Girlhood and the Trend of Engagement ............cccccceeuvenuennneen. 146
Complicating Discourses of Girls’ Engagement...........ccccsisssasissssssssssssssssssssssasssss 150
Structural DiSengagement ............ceuiieuieriiieniierieee e e sre e er e sreesee s saaeenaeeans 151
Four Sites for Structural Disengagement ...........cccceoueeiereesienieiienienesneseecneeneseenns 154
The Four Intersecting Strategies of Transformative Engagement ............ccccenneee. 157
COBCIUBION ..o masssnmvmmmincbioiim arersasomemisssmmmseeses it ss s sos st s rsssavns 159

CHAPTER 11: BORDER CROSSING PRAXIS IN COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH161
Planning for Border Crossing: Logistical, Procedural, and Design Considerations. 162

Facilitating Border Crossing During the Implementation Phase ............cccccveevennenee. 172
1T 1 1 R T —— 182
CHAPTER 12: BUILDING COMMUNITIES OF BELONGING: RELATIONAL AND
FACILITATIVE CHALLENGES .......cocttrtiterireneetetentesteneessessessessessessessessessesssessssaens 183
Relationship Matters .........coceeveerieseriieneereertenteeeeeeeseeseceseesseesesseesseeeesseessessasssees 183
Working with Theatre: Facilitative and Relational Challenges..........cccccccccveeiunnees 187
Gefting H=Together! .........cowmmnmmsmmsssanssssssssssssssmmmsssissssssassmsiss 203
The Quandary of Analysis: A Critical Approach to Relational Practice................... 206
CONCIUSION ...ttt ettt s e e se e e esse s esneemneesnneenneenns 212
CHAPTER 13: SPEAKING BACK AND FORWARD: THE PRAXIS OF
KNOWLEDGE CREATIOMN . ...vcvismvsssimsmnsasmisssssssisnssssssssinnsssiasio sesssvsssssassssossss 214
From Micro t0 Macro ANALYSIS......cccuereerueerierieniiireeiiesieeeessesseeseseesssesssesseessassnenes 215
Healing in a Context of High Risk Storytelling..........cceeeveieiiiieereeieeenieeieieeee 218
Ortos; Batinas, and Bately PiNS.cassmansamsninss sy 219

RichISTleNeesT i csinn v S annms s et e i e A Mo 221



Vil

Peeling Baick the Masks vusmsramssmmmmsss v i s e siiss s veassssss 222
Pulling it All Together: The “It’s About Us™ Theatre Production............cccccueueeee 224
Transformation? Where? HOW? ......c.cooiiiiiiiiiiieieiceeeiceesee e 232
CONCIUSION <.ttt ettt e e et e e e e e e eae e sseeeaeeseaeeasaesnaensnenns 234
CHAPTER 14: Setting the Stage for Action: The Praxis of Performance...................... 236
The: Politics OF WILDSSSINE ..cuumssnssosmssnsssisaisia s e s sny s asisssssesus 237
Settingthe Stage for CRANEE.....coconimmmsssisssommsimssinissnsamasssmassmsmssisssasssisss 238
Beyond Storytelling ........oooieeiiiiieiccece e 239
SDACES O ENCOUMEE ... ..or.cxececemasssnsesmansessssnnesessensesnasarssessonsasnsensennonsssansrnessns SSLEHEEHES 240
Moving Beyond the STaBe .« wavamanuimiss s s s sesivassiesnans 254
CHAPTER 15: FROM THE STAGE TO SOCIAL CHANGE: REFLECTIONS ON THE
TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF MARGINALIZED METHODOLOGIES. ............ 256
Middle Interpretive Loop: A SUMMATY .....covuiiiiiiriiceieeieee e 257
From the Stage to Social Change: Research Outcomes...........ccceeveereeeeicenvenceeennens 269
B L e 1 T —————— 280
CHAPTER 16: SITES FOR POSSIBILITY: TRANSFORMATIVE PRAXIS IN
POLICY., PRACTICE, AND RESEARCH ......ccciiiiiiiiiiniineniesteeceeee et saanens 281
A New Nomenclature of Girlhood...........ccoceeeeeriieeienerieneeeeeeeeeceeceeeeseeesneeenes 281
T (s T — 284
Disciplinary Cross-Pollinations .......cusismsimsssossessasssisssssissssssssaisssess 284
GIrl FEMIMISINS. .....cocncuisommisssssssssnossassasonsssnsssassssuasssasssasssansrossonsassasssosssnrssensssasssssasses 286
Beyond Disjunctures: The Other on her Own Terms ...........ciooeeiierieiiccnienieene 287
COBEINSION e s T T s e R e Teau 288
REFERENCES . couusususnssvsssnsssmssissssas e vsssssmasssssss iasses s ssssse ssas s ssaiseaosssmssnpssvssssqasasss 290
APPENDIXCE:PHOTOGRAPHS . . o ucininiboonhciiumpomuistesisssvatssassmdiibumassomtississosss ot 1

APPENDIX 2: THEATRE IMAGES ..........oooiiitiinecnntiecnteceentisseeeesstessessessessesssees 3



viil

LIST OF TABLES
Table 8.1 Summarized breakdown of the praxis-making cycle.........cccccccevvuiiiniiininnncns 120
Table 9.1 Finding a pivot CoONCept. cuusissaiissmrsmsesimissmsismimmmsyssssssocies 132

Table 9.2 Coding categories related to transformative engagement. .........cccccceevevuvennne 133



X

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1.1 The evolution of transformative engagement. .............ccoeevuereereneeresseeneennens 10
Figure 4.1 A transtheoretical/transdisciplinary conceptual framework. ..........ccccccoeuveeeene. 49
Figure 5.2 Layers of Interpretation. .........cc.eevueriereerieriieneerieeeesee e seee e e csseseseseensees 77
Figure 5.3 Enabling conditions for the emergence of TE. «..csuissssessisssssonisssssonssasss 83
Figore:6.1 The PAR praxis-making e¥ele. ..umsmmsmnmssmsmsssssssmssssmssssimassssassimssiassss 91
Figure 8.1 The PAR praxis-maKing CyCle........ccooruerremriinieiiieeeeeeeeeceee e 120
Figure 8.1 Interpretive spiral model (ISNI)........ccunmmmisssssissmsmsssesasssassisgsisse 127
Figure 9.1 First interpretive loop: Full compositional analysis. .........ccccceveeveeniieeneeennee. 131
Figure 9.2 The dimensions of transformative engagement............ccccceeveecmrveeruececnienennens 134

Figure 9.3 Middle interpretive loops: Fracturing, counter, and historicized analyses.... 137

Figure 9.4 Final interpretive loop: Sites for possibility ........ccccevvervieriniiiniecrenienieenes 138
Figure 10.1 The evolution of TE praxis through four intersecting strategies. ................ 141
Figure 15.1 The outcomes of transformative engagement...........c.ccecevererrenenecreeseernene 260
Figure 15.2 The ecology of transformative engagement. ...........cccoeeeeveeveriienecneeesuennn. 262
Pigure 153 The A0 M0B0 s cusmmms s m i A i r s aain 271

Figure 15.4 Evolution of Anti-dote through enabling conditions of “It’s About Us.”... 273



CHAPTER 1:

“IT°S ABOUT US”: ENGAGING FOR TRANSFORMATION

We’re here to talk about our reality, our cultures, and racism and stuff like
that. We want to show how we can deal with that better, to help girls deal
with that better, or speak against the racism there is ... what we experience
everyday. So this project was a way to do that ourselves, to have girls
helping other girls, just to make sure that information is out there so
people understand. (Taisha, 16, “It’s About Us” participant-researcher)

Girlhood in Flux

Globalization and transnationalism are prociucing rapid economic, political,
historical, and sociocultural changes with new borders, symbolic spheres and sites of
representation. These shifts demand critical analysis for girl-centered research, policy,
and practice. Increasingly mobile intersections of knowledge and communities raise new
concerns for how girls are constituted, and how they constitute themselves, at the nexus
of competing claims about their bodies, identities, social locations, and political and
economic roles. Media headlines (“Girls Gone Wild!”; “Gurl Power”; “Tween Super
Shoppers”; “Girl Gangs”; “Teen Sexual Predators™; “Mean Girls”) reveal a fascination
with girls as consumers, sexual beings, cultural producers, young women, and citizens.
This preoccupation brings to the fore an ideologically charged debate about who girls are
in late modernity.

The past twenty years have seen a proliferation of literature mapping the changing
conditions under which contemporary girlhoods are crafted.! The terrain of girlhood
studies is rapidly emerging and continuously renegotiated; ‘girlhood’ is itself a contested
space, deeply fissured by the politics of representation. Jiwani, Steenbergen, and Mitchell
(2006) point out that:

'Artz & Hoskins, 2005; Bettis & Adams, 2005; Gonick, 2003; Handa, 2003; Harris, 2005, 2006; Jiwani et
al., 2006; Lalik & Oliver, 2005; Lee, 2005; Mikel-Brown, 2005; Torres, 1999.



the very word “girl” is highly context-specific: it can connote community
and inclusiveness among friends (“one of the girls”; “you go girl!”) or
denote status (little girl, young girl, older girl). It is an index of age. It can
also be an insult (“you throw like a girl”), condescension (“the girls at the
office”), or a term of endearment. Overlapping definitions—coupled with
often-contradictory meanings—illustrate that “girl’ is a far more
complicated word (and identity) than many acknowledge (p. x).

While definitions of girlhood vary greatly across countries, cultures, communities,
and contexts, the United Nations’ definition of the * girl child’ as a female under the age
of 18 is becoming the accepted global marker of girlhood. A universal concept of
girlhood, however, erases nuances of difference among and between girls. Leadbeater,
Ross, and Way (1996), Fine (2004), and Griffin (2004) concur that the field of girl
studies remains partially blind to certain girls’ experiences. The dominant Anglocentric
perspective, Griffin (2004) argues, “does not reflect the diversity of girls’ lives, the
complexity of the contemporary constitution of girlhood, or the ways in which such a
construction of girlhood works to manage or handle that diversity” (p. 31). The conflation
of differences among and between girls shapes a rocky landscape within which racialized
minority girls must craft their identities according to acceptable and unacceptable
measures of ‘difference.” Globalization does not have seamless or even impacts on the
lives of all girls. Some—specifically, poor, minority and Indigenous girls—are rendered
more vulnerable by economic and sociocultural discourses, policies, practices, and
systems that mediate girlhood. Fine (2004) observes:

Rising rates of arrest, incarceration and un and under-employment among
young women are a troubling counterpoint to images of over-achieving,
consumer-oriented girlpower. While some privileged young women are
indeed reaping the benefits of new opportunities, those without economic
or social capital are slipping through the ever-widening holes in what
remains of our social safety nets. Young women appear to have it all, and
yet many constitute those hardest hit by the effects of the new global
political economy on jobs, resources and economy. How do they survive
and flourish in a world of greater choices and opportunities, but fewer
structures of support (p. xvii)?



What are the implications of these drastically unequal girlhoods for research, policy, and
practice?

First, in this new context the sociocultural, economic, and political participation
of girls has gained saliency. The need to make girls’ concerns more visible and to infuse
their voices into policy development was highlighted by the United Nations’ declaration
of the 1990s as ‘the decade of the girl child.’ In 2007, the UN Commission on the Status
of Women made girls the focus of its international talks.

Despite their increasing visibility in the demographic composition of Canadian
society, however, racialized minority girls remain poorly understood and engaged in
these debates. Monolithic discourses of girl power, ‘at risk’ girls, youth participation and
feminist activism do not account for the complex and uneven ways in which minority
girls engage as knowledge producers, advocates, and community participants within
cultural contexts that foster the depoliticization and social exclusion of young women of
colour. Minority girls face intersecting barriers to civic participation and social inclusion
‘on their own terms’ related to race, gender, age, citizenship, language, class and religion,
among other factors.

As rapid global change reconfigures girls’ local realities and thus, their practices
of engagement, our traditional models and discourses of participation must be expanded.
A more differentiated analysis of modern girlhood would examine the barriers faced by
minority girls in building citizenship and belonging in a rapidly shifting Canadian
context. Given gaps in dominant Euro-Western-centric psychological models of theory
and practice, more critical tools are needed to engage with the intersecting social forces
that shape minority girls’ lives. As Aapola, Gonick, and Harris (2005) argue, “a new
phase of ‘girls’ studies’ is needed: one which grapples with theorizing the changing
conditions under which young women’s diverse self-making occurs” (p. 7). My

conceptualization of girls’ transformative engagement (TE) contributes to this emerging



field of girlhood studies with praxis that problematizes minority girls’ engagement and

social belonging in a context of rapidly evolving global change.

Relevance of the Study

This study examines the concept, process and outcomes of transformative
engagement (TE) through “It’s About Us,” a community-based participatory action
research (PAR)” project. “It’s About Us” used popular theatre (PT) to explore the lived
experiences of racialized minority girls. In my analysis of this study, I propose that
feminist PAR (FPAR)—especially when facilitated through PT and other expressive and
participatory mediums—can provide enabling conditions to support girls’ transformative
engagement. By exposing some of the inner workings of feminist community-based
research by and with girls, I consider how feminist researchers and practitioners might
more fully engage with racialized minority girls’ lived realities and cultural knowledges
by drawing on methodologies and analytical frameworks that promote girls’ TE.

One objective of my exploration of TE is to theorize the role that context and
locality play in mediating girls’ social belonging and practices of resistance. My model
teases out the problematics of engagement in a sociocultural context that structures
racialized minority girls as outsiders. My focus is exploring how minority girls carve out
niches of belonging in spaces that are “determined and sometimes over-determined” by
social forces inscribed with dominant “dictates, social norms and mores and ways of
seeing the world” (Jiwani et al., 2006, p. xi). Questioning the flat, absolutist measures of
participation that have predominated research in this area serves to highlight structural
barriers to the meaningful engagement of minority girls in social systems and institutions

such as schools, recreational centers, social services, and local media. Similar barriers

% See Chambers, 2002; Fals-Borda, 1987, 1996; Hall, 1978, 1992, 1993, 2000a; Maguire, 1987; McTaggart,
1991, 1997; Park, Brydon-Miller, Hall & Jackson, 1993; Tandon, 2002; Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 1997,
2001; and Weis & Fine, 2004.



have been identified in comparable research studies in Canada and other Euro-Western
countries which investigate the experiences of racialized minority youth and/or girls who
grow up in predominantly White communities.’

Debates about social inclusion and engagement of minority girls are particularly
relevant to expanding discourses, policies, and practices of multiculturalism in Canada. A
distinguishing feature of my research is its relevance for several demographic and
sociocultural trends related to Canadian girlhoods and, in particular, to minority girls.
Visible minority and immigrant youth are among the fastest growing groups in Canada.
These trends have important implications for transforming the landscape not only of
Canadian cities, but of youth- and girl-centered policy, research, and practice. Amid
debates about youth disengagement and the growing social exclusion and ghettoization of
urban ethnic-minority populations in Canadian cities, girls from marginalized populations
such as Indigenous, immigrant, and ethnic minority communities, have been identified by

national organizations as urgent priorities for research, policy, and programming.*

History and Context

The “It’s About Us” study was located in Victoria, B.C., a mid-sized,
predominantly Euro-Western city. The research team consisted of six teenaged girls,
three University of Victoria researchers, and a theatre director. All of the participants in
our research team identify as racialized minority and/or Indigenous girls and women. The
project was a partnership between our research team and a local settlement agency, the
Inter-Cultural Association of Greater Victoria (ICA), where I also worked as a youth

worker.

* See, for example, Ahmed (1999); Campbell (2002); Carrington & Short (1993); Connolly (2000); Fine,
Stewart, & Zucker (2000); Gillborn (1996); Handa (2002); Kakembo (1994); Kaomea (2003); Kelly
(1998); Lewis (2001); MacPhee (n.d.); Poteet (2001); Varma-Joshi, Baker, & Tanaka (2004).

* This is discussed in detail in Chapter 10.



The PT project was embedded in a larger four-year community-based PAR
research study with over 100 racialized girls and young women living in Victoria. This
study involved an interdisciplinary research team with Dr. Jo-Anne Lee, Associate
Professor in the Department of Women’s Studies at the University of Victoria, as
principal investigator. The larger study included three phases: an exploratory focus group
phase; a participatory phase that included the “It’s About Us” theatre project and girls’
conference; and a post-research implementation phase. Although I acted as research
director throughout the four-year study, my doctoral work draws specifically on data that
emerged from the design and development of the theatre project, in which I acted as lead
researcher.

“It’s About Us” built on findings from the initial phase of Dr. Lee’s research
project, in which she investigated racialized minority girls’ processes of citizenship and
identity formation in Victoria, a city located at the nexus of rapidly shifting global
relations and growing cultural hybridity. Unlike the major metropolitan centers of
Vancouver, Toronto, or Montreal, Victoria’s visible minorities constitute a fraction of the
population. According to census data obtained by Statistics Canada (2002), Victoria’s
population in 2001 consisted of 18.76% immigrants and 8.86% visible minorities. These
figures are lower than the provincial averages of 26% and 21.62% respectively, and
substantially lower than Vancouver’s numbers of 37.54% immigrants and 36.88% visible
minorities. Given the uneven representation of non-European Canadians in Victoria, my
use of the ‘minority’ designation characterizes a demographic as well as a sociocultural,

political, and economic status.



Lee’s study revealed that cities with a dominant Euro-Western demo graphic
makeup typically lack accessible community structures and services that respond to the

needs and realities of racialized Indigenous and minority girls.’

In larger multicultural and metropolitan urban centres, the historical and
continuing presence of large ethno-cultural communities have built an extensive
network of organizations, services, and a certain level of awareness. In less
cosmopolitan contexts, we cannot assume the presence of a network of
community-based organisations that offer services to minority and Indigenous
youth and, in particular, girls (2004a, p. 12).

Lee’s study confirms the important difference that context and locality make in
amplifying or mediating the effects of Whiteness. The following quote from 16-year-old
Prisha, a Victoria resident and a participant in “It’s About Us,” articulates the systematic

silencing of her Muslim identity:

Okay, in Victoria, we’re totally isolated, it’s totally different from a bigger
city like Vancouver, here we have our own realities, our own issues ’cause
it’s so white here! We never see many girls like us, like from our own
backgrounds or our own religions. For me, I’'m Muslim, and I never get to
talk about that, it’s so sad but true, it’s totally not there in my life here,
except with my family or ... a few friends. Other than that I just always
have to explain it if I want to talk about it, it’s never just normal, you
know? Like we always have to be telling the other girls, but I never just
get to talk about being Muslim. It just feels like there’s no places to go and
talk about this stuff, just be ourselves, without having to explain ... even
the school counsellors don’t understand, they just don’t get it ... and it’s
so frustrating to go through life like that!

Prisha’s feelings of invisibility highlight the complex ways in which the
experiences of girls and women are mediated by structural, material, and historical forces
that define the borders of social engagement, belonging, and marginalization. To address
these narratives of inclusion and exclusion, our team of participant-researchers (girls and
women) worked within a theoretical framework that illuminated the processes and

structures involved in constructing girls’ identities in a context of neocolonialism,

* See Lee 2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2006.



globalization, and transnationalization. We wanted to understand girls’ experiences of
(un)belonging and engagement in greater depth and determine how we could explore
approaches by which girls could become meaningfully engaged in advocacy and
community development. We chose popular theatre (PT) as our methodology because its
collaborative, expressive, and action-focused practices seemed an appropriate medium to
facilitate an interactive exploration of our research questions. We drew primarily on the
Theatre of the Oppressed model developed by Brazilian dramatist and educator Augusto
Boal (Boal, 1979, 1990, 1992; Ferrand, 1995; Schutzman & Cohen-Cruz, 1994). To
further animate the principles of PT, we employed multimedia methods that included

improvisation, art, photo-drama, public education, and peer advocacy.®

“It’s About Us”

During one of our earliest research sessions, a spirited discussion ensued among
the girls about the goals and meaning of creating a space “just for girls” to “talk about our
stuff.” The girls decided to name the project “It’s About Us” to reflect their desire to
place their own voices, personal experiences, and goals for community change at the
center of the project. The project title made a powerful statement, given the girls’
experiences of erasure and exclusion within Victoria’s predominantly White cultural
context. As the following quotes from Taisha and Manjeet illustrate, the theatre project
grew from their commitment to create avenues for racialized minority girls to become
involved in peer support, mentoring, and public advocacy.

I suggested the name “It’s About Us” because girls need our own place to
talk about girl stuff, our own experiences of what it’s like, for me, moving
here from another country and all my daily life experiences.... Girls need
places where we can help each other, meet other girls like us, support and
teach each other, and ... let other girls know that they’re not just alone
going through that, we are too. (Taisha, 16)

¢ Our application of PT is discussed in further detail in Chapter 7.



We need to get out there and raise the level of education about our own
lives *cause they just don’t know, the counsellor, teachers, politicians, they
don’t know what our lives are like, what we need. So yeah, we need to be
out there speaking up for ourselves and making change. (Manjeet, 17)

In the passages above, Taisha and Manjeet describe elements of what I
conceptualize as transformative engagement (TE). In “It’s About Us,” I experienced how
expressive, action-based, and participatory approaches can help to transform racialized
girls’ and women’s experiences of disengagement, marginalization, and silencing,
including my own. After the study, I surveyed my data for an overarching concept that
would articulate some of the promising practices and outcomes of our unique approach
and intertwine the threads of inquiry with which my research is concerned. I looked for
models and language to help me conceptualize the complex interplay between issues
related to girls’ voices and engagement; girls’ gendered racialization; feminist,
participatory action research; social change; community development; dominant
Whiteness, and community-based, girl-centered practice. I knew that our project design
had provided the enabling conditions to deepen and sustain the girls’ practices of
oppositional agency and thus the emergence of TE. But other questions presented
themselves: What processes sustained girls’ investment in an extremely demanding
collaborative participatory process? What enabling conditions supported and intensified
their commitment to practices of resistance and social change? How do the principles of
FPAR become translated into meaningful, sustainable, girl-centered research? My
investigation of the praxis of TE problematizes the nature and quality of the processes

that result in transformational outcomes for racialized minority girls and women.



Transformative Engagement

Figure 1.1 The evolution of transformative engagement.

THE EVOLUTION OF TE
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As a pivot concept’ (Ball,
1984), TE provides a map to
understand the complicated
intersections between advocacy-
based practice, participatory
research, and the engagement of
marginalized girls. TE is an
iterative, multidimensional,
collaborative process that
involves personal, interpersonal,
and community-based change. Its
diversity of outcomes, roles, sites
of engagement, and
dissemination characterizes TE
as a fluid, messy, organic

continuum rather than a

deterministic or formulaic process with guaranteed outcomes. For instance, the girls

employed a range of nuanced engagement and disengagement strategies not easily

encapsulated by monolithic representations of empowerment and vulnerability. Their

agency was nonetheless always exerted within what Ralston (1998) calls ‘constrained

spaces.” As such, my analysis focuses on how minority girls demonstrate a specific

71 am grateful to my supervisor, Dr. Jessica Ball, for suggesting the use of a pivot concept.
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iteration of agency—purposeful, oppositional, transformative, grassroots, advocacy
based, and infused with anti-racism, anti-colonial, and feminist principles—within
structural constraints, even when they have limited opportunities or venues to do so on
their own terms. Ideally, by putting girls’ own voices and concerns at the forefront of
inquiry, the process of TE engenders social action and community development for and
by girls. Community development initiatives supported by “It’s About Us” include a
girls’ conference and advisory committee and the community-based organization Anti-
dote. These initiatives all provide avenues for featuring girls’ voices more prominently in
community, policy, practice, and research initiatives.

I propose that the praxis of TE entails four intersecting strategies: (1) border
crossing into exclusionary spaces, resources, and lines of power; (2) creating safe,
strategic communities of belonging, including community networking and peer and
intergenerational mentoring; (3) producing disruptive, critical knowledge; and (4) a
sustained investment in community-based action, including policy and pro gramming
development, that is grounded in the needs and realities of participants. I argue that these
four strategies—border crossing, community building, critical knowledge production, and

action—are essential to actualize the promise of girl-centered, FPAR.

Focus of the Dissertation
In the 16 chapters of this dissertation, I explicate the following four research
questions:
1. Under what circumstances, and with what outcomes and challenges, can
participatory, expressive, and action-based feminist research become a site for the

transformative engagement of racialized minority girls?
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2. How do the particular social locations of racialized minority girls as gendered,
racialized, classed, sexualized, and nationalized subjects mediate their
experiences of TE?

3. What conceptual, theoretical, and practical dilemmas do multipositioned
researcher-practitioners such as myself face in facilitating TE?

4. What are the implications of my research findings for how we conceptualize and

work with racialized minority girls within the field of applied youth work?

Despite the many positive outcomes of our study, I intentionally situate my claims
about TE within a problematization of FPAR. PAR researchers, particularly those who
take a feminist approach, generally understand that no inherently transformative or
emancipatory way exists to engage critical theories, participatory and creative research
tools, and feminist principles to engender social change. In reality, the process of
translating research outcomes into sustained gains is unpredictable, tremendously
challenging, and fraught with theoretical, conceptual, and practical contradictions. For
example, our research team’s application of PAR at times obscured or replicated
problematic ‘colonial and patriarchal structures and restricted opportunities for
participatory social change. Throughout my analysis, I offer reflections on the complexity
and uncertainty involved in collaborative research, the overlapping tensions and
dilemmas that challenge participant-researchers, and, most of all, the community contexts

and networks that shape transformative research experiences.

Dissertation Overview

This dissertation weaves together a number of conceptual, theoretical, and
practice-related threads from different disciplines and contextualizes them in relation to

my own professional field of child and youth care.
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In Chapter 2, I explore the emerging effects of postcolonialism and
transnationalism on new dilemmas facing girls of color. I demonstrate that my work is
necessarily transdisciplinary because no one field adequately represents the unique
situation of racialized girls as knowledge producers, advocates, and community leaders at
the convergence of complex global systems and predominantly White localities.

Through a literature review on conceptualizations of girls in Chapters 3 and 4, I
begin to map a transdisciplinary theoretical framework. My survey in Chapter 3 of
current research on girls argues that racialized minority girls are both under- and
misrepresented in psychosocial studies of youth, as well as in the emerging field of
girlhood/girl studies. I argue for language and practices that acknowledge the socially
constituting effects of psychosocial categories on girls’ identities and on our practices of
research and service provision. In Chapter 4, I draw on an intersectional feminist
analytical framework grounded in postcolonial and transnational feminist theories as a
counterpoint to the identified gaps in dominant research related to girls. By making room
for multiple trajectories of girlhood, I attend to the complex social and historical
processes of colonialism, racialization, and gendering that shape girls’ lived experiences
in unequal ways. I also highlight structural barriers to the full représentation of minority
girls in research and to their meaningful engagement in social systemé and institutions
such as schools, recreational centers, social services, and local media.

In Chapter 5, I provide an overview of Dr. Lee’s larger research project and
describe the design of “It’s About Us.” I locate my doctoral work within the philosophies
and goals that guided the research design of the overall project. As I discussed earlier in
this chapter, Dr. Lee’s findings inform my conceptualization of girls’ identify formation
and social belonging within the sociocultural context of Victoria. The chapter also
describes the recruitment and development of the research team and outlines logistical

and procedural aspects of the project. I foreground the implications of our use of terms
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such as ‘participant-researcher,” ‘girls,” and ‘women’ in constructing our identities and
roles within the research.

Chapters 6 and 7 present a survey of the diverse histories and applications of our
two main research methodologies, PAR and PT. I lay the groundwork for exploring one
of the main questions of my dissertation, that is, whether PAR and PT, when couched in
broader principles of decolonization and feminist community development, can engender
transformative engagement for and by racialized minority girls living at the intersection
of transnational change and dominant Whiteness. I problematize some of the gaps in
participatory, community-based, feminist action research in relation to women’s and
girls’ access to research and modes of knowledge production and social change, and I
discuss the challenges and benefits of using these approaches to engage racialized
minority girls in a process of personal and social transformation.

Chapters 8 and 9 describe my data interpretation process, which is rooted in
participatory and feminist models for data interpretation. Here I address dilemmas in
interpretation in PAR related to knowledge production and ownership, research
outcomes, validity, and engagement. In Chapter 9 I describe the development and
application of a fluid, multi-method data interpretation model—an ‘Interpretive Spiral
Model” or ISM—which I devised to be consistent with the design and principles of my
research.

Chapters 10 to 15 focus on data interpretation and the presentation of study
findings. In these chapters, I illustrate how my ISM helps to extricate the factors that
sustain, or jeopardize, girls’ experiences of TE. Chapter 10 provides an overview of the
research findings and conceptualizes TE, raising relevant conceptual dilemmas that are
explored in the following chapters. Chapters 11 to 15 problematize the four intersecting
strategies of TE—border crossing, community building, critical knowledge, and action—

that emerged through the processes of PAR and PT. To fully characterize the promises
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and the challenges involved in promoting girls’ TE, I discuss some of the conceptual,
theoretical, philosophical, and practical dilemmas we faced throughout our project. I
draw on postcolonial, transnational feminist, and girlhood studies to contextualize and
historicize how a predominantly White cultural context structures girls’ narratives of
identity, social belonging, and agency, and, most importantly, their experiences of TE.
My discussion of TE also contends with the difficulty of translating a theoretically
complex feminist, anti-racist analytical framework into a research process congruent with
girls’ realities and needs.

Finally, Chapter 16 describes the significance of my study findings for informing
theoretical and practice debates in the fields of applied girl and youth work. This
discussion is not intended as a prescription. Instead, I invite researchers and practitioners
to engage with the dilemmas presented and to consider their implications for how we
conceptualize and work with racialized minority girls. These discussions are critical for
engaging with the increasingly diverse and layered social contexts in which girls live and

in which we research and practice.
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CHAPTER 2:
THEORIZING THE CHANGING CONTEXTS OF GIRLHOOD:
POSTCOLONIAL AND TRANSNATIONAL EFFECTS

Despite our diverse locations and backgrounds, the girls and women of the “It’s
About Us” research team share an experience of living across multiple borders in a
context of ongoing colonial history. Jiwani (1997) argues that European colonization,
though it yielded vastly different embodiments and impacts across borders and societies,

constitutes a global narrative:

The reality of colonialism indicates that up to 85% of the world population
was colonized by colonial powers (Said, 1979). Colonization entailed the
destruction of Indigenous communities and economies, knowledge bases,
the transmission of knowledge over time, spiritual beliefs, and political
forms of self-governance. Colonization transformed the world as it
existed. In most areas of the world which were colonized, European
educational systems, European languages, and European forms of social,
political and economic systems were imposed (Jiwani, 1997, p- 5).

The majority of the world’s citizens are postcolonial subjects in the sense that our
identities and our sociocultural, economic, and political systems are mediated, in some
way, through the ongoing effects of European colonialism (Nandy, 1989). European
colonialism was a foundational precursor to the current iterations of postcolonialism,
globalization, and transnationalism with which my research—and this chapter—are
concerned. Therefore any discussion of social justice and transformative research must
address the history by which colonial empires, in the name of science, progress, and
civilization, shaped a social system that instituted Whiteness as its normalized center and
Otherness as its subaltern counterpart.

The transition from modernism and colonialism into postmodernism and
postcolonialism is jagged and rife with tensions. As minority and Indigenous researchers

move in from the margins offering powerful counter narratives, they directly challenge
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modernist claims of absolutisms. Postcolonial epistemologies are increasingly claimed as
subversions against the effects of colonialism and neocolonialism. Metaphors of
multiplicity, hybridity, and transcience (i.e., transnationalism, translocality,
transgenderism, transculturalism, etc.) are replacing fixed categories of identity that
portray cultural formations and social systems as innate, inclusive entities that can be
quantified, described, compared, and contrasted (Kaomea, 2003; Pratt, 2002). My
discussion of minority girlhood takes place in a context fraught with uneasy relationships
among the legacies of European colonialism, Indigenous epistemologies of resistance and
renewal, constantly evolving ethnic-minority diasporas, and the policies and practices of
state-sponsored multiculturalism. All major Canadian cities, including Victoria, which
clings to its popular representation as a colonial vestige, are shaped by contradictory
collisions between their colonial histories and the inescapable realities of modern global
diversity. This state of flux creates paradoxical spaces for girls of colour. The lives of the
girls in “It’s About Us” are increasingly mediated by multilayered postcolonial contexts,
characterized both by a lingering colonial legacy and by counter movements of resistance
and décolonization. It is to this latter movement that I seek, with this research, to
contribute praxis for social change.

This chapter lays out my argument for models of research and practice that more
fully account for the transformation of minority girlhoods in a context of rapid global
change. Here I argue that (1) global migration and population changes are disrupting
predominantly White Euro-Western demographics, in the process producing new sites of
identification and subject formation for minority girls; (2) that the impact of these
formations on the everyday lives of minority girls has yet to be substantively examined
and recorded in research; and (3) that traditional Euro-Western psychosocial theories of

girlhood must be rethought and expanded in light of these conceptual gaps.
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In this section I describe two phenomena, postcolonialism and transnationalism,
which underlie global change and which, I argue, are critical to framing the emerging
realities of minority girlhoods. This discussion sets the stage for my critique of
psychosocial and girlhood theories. Like the feminist psychologists Brown and Gilligan, I
seek to develop a reconceptualization of girls’ engagement that provides “space for a girl
to speak in her own voice and thus refuse the established story of a White, middle-class
heterosexual woman’s life, a story all girls in this culture—whether they are White or of
colour, rich or poor, heterosexual or lesbian—struggle against, albeit in different ways”
(1992, p. 15). As underscored by Brown and Gilligan, prevailing and sanctioned
representations of race, gender, sexuality, and agency have direct bearing on how
minority girls understand their roles as civic participants. These representations are
dominated by Euro-Western psychological frameworks that define, operationalize, and
compartmentalize dimensions of identity. Erasures of alternative accounts of girlhood in
Euro-Western psychosocial frameworks should be an issue of serious concern for youth
and girlhood theorists and practitioners. One significant gap is the absence in
psychosocial research of transdisciplinary theory and debate that draws forth
applications, concerns, and foci of postcolonialism and transnationaliém (Connolly, 2000;
Fine, Stewart, & Zucker, 2000; Fine, Weis, Powell, & Wong, 1997; Giroux, 1993;
Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 1997, 2001; Winddance-Twine, 1996). In this chapter and the
one that follows, I hope to articulate what these omissions mean for applied youth- and

girl-centered research.

Postcolonialism, Transnationalism, and Girlhood

As transnational and postcolonial movements transform nation states and societies
and, by extension, girls’ local realities, we need a more multilayered language of

globalization. Clifford (1997) observes that new conceptual territories like ‘the border,’



19

the ‘postcolonial,’ the ‘transnational,” and ‘hybridity’ are required to meet the challenges
of increasing cultural, economic, political, and social flows. But what are postcolonialism
and transnationalism, and how are these processes transforming girls’ consciousness and
creating new dilemmas for minority girls’ civic participation and citizenship formation?®
Postcolonialism

As a historical process or current, postcolonialism explicates concerns and
phenomena related to the ongoing effects and transitions out of European colonialism.
Postcolonialism puts forth a variety of political, social, economic, and cultural
transformations in response to persistent, and newly emerging colonialisms, as well as to
embodiments of resistance against them. At its simplest, postcolonialism is an epochal
term that describes a transition in the shape and substance of colonialism (for instance,
through the independence of former colonies) and the ensuing rise of post-, neo-, and
counter-colonialisms. As such, postcolonialism is not concerned merely with describing
the effects of colonial dominance through economic, political, and sociocultural
formations, but also with making visible that which responds to, resists, and transcends it.
I'would argue, however, that in its many manifestations, ‘post’ implies no definitive
break from colonialism. We do ourselves a disservice by attempting to concretely
periodize postcoloniality.. We might better ask ourselves, “In what sense are we now
situated ‘after’ coloniality in the sense of coloniality being ‘over and done with’? What
about the ‘colonial’ is over, and for whom” (Frankenburg & Mani, 1996, p. 276)? The
chronopolitics of colonialism and postcolonialism are hotly debated because incarnations
of postcoloniality, and shifts from colonial to postcolonial formations, are never absolute

or complete, and are shaped by regional, contextual, historic, and social particularities.

¥ While I describe their theoretical debates and applications in the next chapter, here I focus on describing
postcolonialism and transnationalism as historical processes or conditions that are driving the global
changes with which my study is concerned.
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I offer three examples. Britain can, to some degree, track its shifts away from
territorialized economic and political imperialism, yet maintains ‘post’-colonial
relationships of power through the trade of capital, labour, and resources to and from its
former and existing colonies. Canada, paradoxically a colony and a colonial power,
remains fissured by its outstanding national sovereignty issues with Aboriginal peoples
and its problematic discourse of multiculturalism that attempts to manage all Other
diversities outside the settler/Aboriginal dichotomy. Finally, the United States, a former
colony, has emerged as a global superpower, engaged in its own exercise of cultural,
economic, and military neocolonialism.

As these examples demonstrate, no smooth or linear transition leads out of
colonialism and into noncolonialism. Postcolonialism exists alongside, in relation to,
outside, and in resistance to colonialism. What postcolonialists can claim to bring about,
however, are substantive political, economic, and cultural discursive shifts. Despite their
ambiguities, postcolonial phenomena are significant enough to warrant new language.
This is not a definitive change but a decisive one, providing room to contest colonial
relations of power and subordination. In my analysis I draw on postcolonialism as a
critical theoretical language by which to name and resist persistent iterations of
colonialism embedded in programming, policies, and research dealing with girls.

Transnationalism

Vertovec (1999) describes transnationalism as “the multiple ties and interactions
linking people or institutions across borders of nation-states. These systems of ties,
interactions, exchange and mobility function intensively and in real time while being
spread throughout the world” (p. 148). Rigid national borders no longer determine and
confine our identities, modes of knowledge production, economies, and political systems.
The profound conversions of globalization have multiple, often contradictory, impacts,

but their effects on the consciousness of girls and on the constitution of girlhood is
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undeniable. Transnationalism is a process that holds both promise and tension; it is at
once flexible, fluid, and incredibly absorptive (Hall, 1997). The powerful drive towards
creating homogeneity through propagation of corporate and American imperialisms, for
example, confounds new opportunities for grassroots resistance.

Vertovec (1999) identifies five significant sociocultural, economic, and political
shifts that characterize transnationalism. These shifts, discussed below, carry important
repercussions for minority girls.

i. Place and belonging. Among significant shifts produced by transnationalism is
the emergence of identifications with home, place, and belonging that are increasingly
fluid and that cut across physical space and national borders. We are moving
progressively from situated or localized selves or places to hybrid translocalities and
multiple identifications. This shift is mediated, in part, by the prevalence of global travel
and the accessibility of Internet communications. For instance, in contrast to traditional
understandings of immigration as a definitive transition from one culture and homeland
to another, the girls in “It’s About Us” use the Internet to sustain overlapping affiliations
to multiple national identities, in effect reconceptualizing notions of home and belonging.
As recently as ten years ago, immigrants might have had to wait months for a telephone
conversation or a leﬁer from family; today, girls can be instantly updated of day-to-day
developments in the lives of friends and extended family members in their or their
parents’ home countries. They can inform themselves of developments in transnational
politics, maintain language skills, stay in touch with local gossip and evolutions in
popular culture and, as a result, retain vibrant and variegated identifications with multiple
homelands and citizenships.

ii. Multilocated and hybrid identities. In addition to new iterations of home and
belonging, traditionally fixed, essentialized identity categories are being replaced by

multiple, hybrid, hyphenated, and overlapping identities. For example, transgendered and
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transsexual young people, children of mixed-race heritage, and those with multiple and
hyphenated citizenships challenge the parameters of universalized and mutually exclusive
definitions of race, sexuality, gender, and nationality in psychological, physiological, and
sociocultural constructions. These fixed categories are hallmarks in psychosocial research
and, as such, shape much of child and family counselling and practice. Through the
course of my research and practice, I encountered numerous examples of how powerfully
these determinants of identity reduce and control minority girls’ identities. For instance,
the girls in “It’s About Us” describe how their sense of ‘Canadianness’ often collapsed
when confronted with monolithic conceptualizations of nationhood, identity, and
belonging through questions such as “What nationality are you really?”

iii. New forms of global capitalism. It is not only social and personal categories
that have been troubled and expanded by transnational change. Capital production now
operates through new global forms, for example, transnational corporations. These mega
corporations operate across and beyond territorial and national borders and structures.
Some of the girls in “It’s About Us” have parents who are actively engaged in the new
transnational economy, which requires them to spend several months each year living and
working in their birth or other countries.

iv. Political and social engagement. Discourses of girls’ civic engagement and
citizenship are also being transformed by transnational political movements and alliances
as these new global social economies disrupt mainstream avenues for political and social
participation. New forms of transnational political and social engagement are
transforming grassroots activism. For instance, women’s and Indigenoﬁs organizations
are forming transnational political coalitions to advocate on common issues, such as
sexual trafficking of women, corporate exploitation, or environmental racism.

v. Structural changes in social formations. Transnationalism is also bringing

about structural changes in social formations in both public and private spheres. New
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kinds of transnational communities are shaped by transborder movement and travel. One
concrete example is that of Canada’s international school-exchange programs.
Educational institutions solicit international students—sometimes described as ‘satellite
children’—who relocate to Canada temporarily for educational purposes, primarily
English-language training. The students and their families maintain cultural, citizenship,
and economic ties with other countries, even as they integrate into their adopted social,
economic, and educational milieu. Organized in ‘satellite’ familial formations,
international students operate within multiple sociocultural systems and across national
borders, bringing a transnational consciousness to both educational and migration
systems.

Implications

The five iterations of transnationalism described by Vertovec are reshaping our
consciousness, identity formations, social, political, and economic structures, modes of
cultural and knowledge production and communication, and, of course, the discourses
and social forces that shape girlhoods as well as girls themselves. These changes raise
critical implications for our work with girls living in transnational contexts. The
experiences of the girls in “It’s About Us” highlight the gaps in rigid, universalized
psychosocial interpretations and responses. Consider, for example, the experiences of
Eliza, a young Kosovar girl who participated in our focus groups. Her father was killed in
the war and she is now a refugee in Canada. She describes how her daily consciousness is
mediated by international news reports and policy shifts:

It was OK for a year, but then it got worse because some children were
killed. The UN went in ... now we are always watching TV... My teachers
[don’t] understand. They have no idea what we go through. I couldn’t
focus, I didn’t want leave my mom alone at home so I don’t go to school.
Most the kids here don’t even know what the war is for, for why we come
here. What is a refugee they don’t know. Here we’re not anything good.
They just think I'm terrorist because I'm Muslim. (Eliza, 17)
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Stories like Eliza’s provide layered insights into the subjective experiences of
minority girls as they are shaped by tensions between global and local structures. Eliza’s
multipositioned transnational consciousness intimately mediates her daily life in Canada.
Her identification with Kosovar politics profoundly affects her health, her performance in
school, relationships with family and friends, as well as her emotional and physical well-
being. She comments that the complicated traumas she experienced during the war are
erased through her racialization as a ‘refugee terrorist.” Yet, despite the barriers she faces,
few of the practitioners who work with her are equipped to support her healing process,
her participation in a new city and school, and her efforts to negotiate her ambiguous
transnational positioning.

Transnational global shifts require new knowledge about how minority girls
negotiate issues of identity formation, belonging, social inclusion, and engagement
within, as described by Fine (2004), an unravelling social fabric that reveals drastically
unequal girlhoods. Unless practitioners, policy makers, and researchers engage language
and devise approaches that better respond to the complex demands and contexts of
- minority girls, we put them at risk for further marginalization. And yet, as I mentioned in
my introduction and explicate in the following chapter, the voices of youth- and girl-
focused researchers and practitioners are conspicuously absent from emerging theoretical
work on transnationalism and postcolonialism (Fine et al., 2000; Fuller, 1980; Giroux,
1993; Hart, 2002; Kaomea, 2003). These conceptual gaps have serious implications for
our research and practice; this is why I call for a critical review of conceptualizations of
girlhood to draw forth models that more effectively represent minority girls’ realities in
predominantly White local contexts, as they are increasingly fissured by transnational

movement.
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CHAPTER 3:

CONSTITUTING GIRLHOODS: TALKING BACK TO MASTER NARRATIVES

Master narratives, despite their pervasiveness and resilience to change, are
“porous—and hence changeable, interruptible, and possibly negatable”
(Harris, Carney, & Fine, 2001, p. 8).

In this chapter I trace the links between the master narratives of colonial legacies,
and processes of gendered racialization in girl-centered research, policy, and practice. I
offer a critical review of conceptualizations of girls in the applied field of youth work and
in the emerging field of girlhood studies. I argue first that racializéd minority girls are
underrepresented and often problematically characterized across these fields (Brown &
Gilligan, 1992; Leadbeater, Ross, & Way, 1996; Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001;
Weaver, 1990). I also expand on my discussion of Whiteness and locality to draw links
between social exclusion and minority girls’ practices of identity formation and

engagement.

Peeling Back the Covers

Too often, as Blackstock (2003) argues:

there is an assumption that colonization is not a present experience; there
is little knowledge of the systemic barriers that continue to block the way
forward. We must unpack the values, ideologies and actions that support
colonization, expose them ... promote focused civil and political action ...
whilst redressing the impacts of colonization (p. 2).

To understand the gaps in youth- and girl-centered psychosocial research, we
have to trace its history and make visible the links between the human sciences and
colonial systems. Tracking these links is a profoundly personal project for me, and one to
which I have dedicated much of my scholarly and community work. The words of Smith
(1999) resonate deeply: “The critique of positivism by feminist theorists, ethnic

minorities, and indigenous peoples has emerged from the experience of people who have
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been studied, researched, written about, and defined by social scientists” (p. 169). Smith
argues that as the monopolies of European colonial empires grew, research
methodologies became powerful tools for legitimizing the abusive outcomes of

colonialization:

From the vantage point of the colonized, a position from which I write,
and choose to privilege, the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked to
European imperialism and colonialism. The word itself, ‘research,’ is
probably one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary.
The ways in which research is implicated in the worst excesses of
colonialism remains a powerful remembered history for many of the
world’s colonized peoples (Smith, 1999, p. 1).

Antonio Gramsci’s notion of hegemony is particularly useful to explicate the
relationship between means of knowledge production and colonialism. Gramsci advanced
the concept of hegemony to describe how the dominant class or social group exerts
control over marginalized groups through a variety of consensus means (Loomba, 1998).
These consensus means are embedded in social, political, and economic systems and
institutions (for instance, the media, bureaucracies and the educational system), which
serve to transmit, normalize, and ‘invisibilize’ colonial relations of ruling. Hegemonies
are enacted through what Delgado-Bernal (1998) calls “master narratives,” the social
narratives created to serve the interests of dominant groups and the institutions and social
practices they embody. These are the stories “told by elites that remind us of their identity
in relation to outgroups, and provide them with a form of shared reality in which their
own superior position is seen as natural” (Delgado-Bernal, 1998, p. 2). These narratives,
as Harris, Carney, and Fine (2001) point out, “are often hard to see until one looks ‘under
the covers’—they are normally labelled as common sense and therefore become invisible
in everyday life and academic productions” (p. 8).

Uncovering master narratives requires us to peel back the covers of psychosocial
research on girls to reveal the ways it monopolizes the construction of minority girlhood.

In other words, if we are to unravel the colonial fabric of research, we first must find the
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threads. A brief exploration is therefore needed of the way that colonialism and research
have intertwined to govern the history of racialization and our epistemologies of research

and knowledge production.

Racialization

The intimate relationship between colonialism and research produced one of the
most significant master narratives to structure the experiences of Indigenous and minority
girls, that of racialization. According to Miles (1989), racialization involves the
hierarchical categorization of groups based on socially constructed cultural, physical, and
social characteristics. These characteristics vary contextually and historically; they
include phenotypical features like skin and hair colour, as well as nonbiological
characteristics such as language, clothing, religious markers, performance and
intelligence measures, and supposed or inferred ‘personality” traits (Connolly, 2000; Ong
& Nonini, 1997). Through the discourses, practices, and systems of master narration,
dominant groups (i.e., White Euro-Westerners) are racialized as the universal normative
standard, while other groups (e.g., immigrant or Indigenous girls) are racialized as Other,
permanent outsiders to a normalized White center (Connolly, 2000; Kaomea, 2003;
Kelly, 1998). As the dominant cultural system, Whiteness is cast as neutral, invisible
(acultural), and normative. Through constructed dichotomies of dominance/subalterity,
Whiteness defines the center and, by contrast, what is deviant, backwards, and unmodern
(Lavie & Swedenburg, 1996; Spivak, 1996).

Theories of racialization help to track the colonial stratification of social systems,
structures, and institutions, which all contain prescriptions for cultural values and beliefs,
social behaviour, justice, and moral development. These prescriptions are
institutionalized in the social, economic, and political structures that govern minority

girls in their daily lives. Inevitably, they are also embedded in mainstream psychosocial
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research and practice. These scripts are normally so embedded in our social
consciousness and systems that they become ‘common sense’ and thus incredibly

difficult to contest until one ‘peels back the covers.’

Dominant Discourses of Race and Gender

In an effort to ‘peel back the covers’ on my own field of child and youth care, in
this section I explore gaps in three dominant psychosocial theories (developmental, cross-

cultural and ecological) that inform applied youth work. I then examine further gaps in

theories of girlhood.

Developmental Theories

Theories of child development have directly shaped sociocultural and scientific
notions of childhood, adolescence, girlhood, and, therefore, our policies and practices in
relation to youth and girls. Smith (1999) argues that:

assumptions that guide research designs tend to reflect the modernist
oppositional binaries and dualisms, hierarchical classification systems,
essentialist, fixed, homogeneous categories, and claims about truth and
knowledge that underlie and perpetuate the elevation of western values,
beliefs, practices and thought over those of all “Others” (p. 56).

The fields of child psychology and youth work have been shaped by dominant
.Euro-Westem constructions of normative development, theories that have been sustained
by empirical research on White, abled, heteronormative children and families (Brown &
Gilligan, 1992; Carlson, 2000; Connolly, 2000; Baker, Panter-Brick, & Todd, 1996). In
order to advance universal theories of development under which all Other children’s
experiences could be subsumed, traditionally these fields largely excluded children of
colour from psychological research, policies, and models of practice (Greenfield &
Cocking, 1994; Griffin, 2004; Shields & Behrman, 2004; Weaver, 1990). In turn, these

psychological models were used to legitimize categories of race, sexuality, and gender by
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measuring deviance from the established norm (Dawes, 2000; Fuller, 1980; Kaomea,
2003; Woodhead, 1993).

As for children outside these dominant groups, their identities have fallen, by
default, under the banner of gender and diversity studies, ecological models, and cross-
cultural psychology. But even in these areas of study which attend to diversity, important
gaps exist. While these fields focus on differences, they also contribute to reproductions
of essentialist representations of diversity that serve to misrepresent, or even erase, the
reality of minority girls’ experiences.

Cross-Cultural Studies

Cross-cultural psychologists typically rely on empirical research designs,
methods, and tools to assess the impacts of culture, race, and ethnicity on children, basing
their work on demographic variables, cross-sectional studies, indicators of variation,
culture-bound behaviour assessments, and ethnic identity comparisons (Berry, 1993;
Ma-tsumoto, 1994; McLoyd & Steinberg, 1998; Phinney & Landin, 1998). Because
identity is conceptualized as individually produced, in much of the cross-cultural research
literature about adolescent girls or ethnic minority youth, identity categories such as
‘gender,’ ‘race,’ ‘ethnicity,” and ‘citizenship’ have been constructed as innate, fixed,
unidimensional, discrete, and comparable (Carlson, 2000; Goodnow, 1994; Griffin, 2004;
Morawski, 2001; Weaver, 1990). These categories of ‘difference’ assist cross-cultural
psychologists in claiming knowledge about children’s cultures that is “not only
descriptive but explanatory” (Cooper & Denner, 1998, p. 2). The use of cultural
difference to code Whiteness as neutral and Otherness as deviant has been propagated
through writing and research that reinforces norms based on the referent group. These
norms are in many ways self-propagating: They reflect the predominance of Euro-
Western, heterosexual men in legislative, executive, and judicial systems, as well as in

academic and educational institutions where knowledge about children is produced.
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Research on Aboriginal youth and youth of colour often involves cross-cultural
studies which use social indicators to compare groups’ relationships with normalized
concepts of wellness, development, mental health, and social integration. Therapeutic and
program approaches are then designed to enable more effective ‘social integration’ or
‘social inclusion’ of marginalized youth into dominant social systems, thus furthering
processes of cultural assimilation. Spencer and Dornbusch (1990) found that “the focus
of government funding on research and policies involving ethnic minority youth and
problems of crime, drug use and pregnancy reinforce the links from ethnicity or cultural
diversity to high risk status rather than to competence” (p. 11). Cross-cultural
psychologists Weaver (1990) and Rasberry (1986) argue that such studies place the
burden of internalizing the norms of the dominant culture on the child’s and family’s
shoulders. In these studies, acculturative stress and experiences of discrimination and
social exclusion have predominantly been characterized as indicators of psychosocial
risk—a failure to adapt—rather than systemic barriers to social inclusion related to race,
class, citizenship, and gender.

These kinds of culturalist explanations prevail in studies of minority and
Indigenous girls, feeding into gendered discourses about their growing vulnerability.
Jiwani, Janovi¢ek, and Cameron (2001), Pratt (2002), and Ahmad (2001) all found that
immigrant girls of colour are constructed as lacking an ability to negotiate multiple
demands and worldviews; when they do not seamlessly integrate into their dominant host
cultures, they are pathologized as victims of oppressive families. Dominant discourses of
immigrant parents typically represent them as unprogressive and stubbornly clinging to
outdated, rigid worldviews (Brah, 1996; Fuligni, 1998; Griffin, 2004; Short, 1998).

Lawrence (2004) and Gross (2003) also note that higher levels of school drop-out,
suicide, and teen pregnancy for Indigenous girls tend to be attributed to essentialist

‘cultural’ explanations. Indigenous girls, like immigrant girls, are depicted as stretching
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themselves as far as possible in two fundamentally opposite and incompatible directions,
until they stretch so far that they finally break. The impacts of colonial histories, systemic
racism, and barriers to social inclusion are obscured, while blame is placed on girls,
families, and communities for failing to adequately negotiate Euro-Western norms.

Ecological Models

Ecological models of child development offer a multilayered reading of the role
of context and social systems in shaping children’s development. Some of the models that
have stimulated the most scholarship on children’s environments include the ecological
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1995), ecocultural (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Harkness et al., 1992),
and integrative-ecological and cultural-ecological (Coll-Garcia, Thorne, Cooper & Scott-
James, 1997; Ogbu, 1983, 1997) models. Although they approach children’s development
from slightly different angles, all of the models focus on mapping the interlocking
individual, familial, institutional, sociocultural, political, and material systems that shape
children’s milieux and contexts. In his cultural-ecological model, Ogbu (1997) proposes a
“theoretical alternative to universal models of child rearing and competence based on
studies of European American middle-class children” which “tend[s] to explain the
widespread school failure of minority children in terms either of cultural deficiencies in
their family experiences or of their genetic inferiority” (p. 8). Contextualized cultural-
ecological models such as Ogbu’s provide a roadmap for tracking the development of a
child’s unique social locations, including ethnicity, class, religion, and gender, which
tend to be disregarded in normative developmental models.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) notion of the “chronosystem” is a particularly useful
concept for developing a historicized, chronosocial analysis of intersecting systems and
their relationship to child development. The concept of chronology weaves together many
of the themes around temporality, border shifts and crossings, intersectionality, and

hybridity that are integral to postcolonial and transnational analysis. For example, a
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chronological assessment of girls’ development might illustrate how stories about girls’
backgrounds and ethnicities are communicated and adapted across generations as families
and communities move or are relocated across sociocultural, political, and physical
borders. However, the concept of chronology is undertheorized and has not been
meaningfully incorporated into other ecolo gical models (Cooper & Denner, 1998).

Other important gaps exist in ecological theories. Ecological models fail to
question how the systems (e.g., the family, the school, the government) that shape
children’s development are themselves constructed and sustained. Goodnow (1994) and
Taylor and Wang (1997) are critical of prevailing ahistoricized, depoliticized applications
of ecological theory. They argue, in essence, that more concerted scholarship is needed to
examine how systems themselves are affected by social forces, and how social
formations (e.g., colonialism or racism) that are not mediated through a primary system
such as the family directly affect children’s development. By analytically privileging only
the impact of ecology and context on development, we conceal the histories that create
and sustain the systems themselves.” James and Prout (1997) argue that theories and
applications of development would be greatly informed by a more comprehensive,
intersectional analysis of how institutional policies and structures construct discourses of
youth and girlhood and, thus, youth and girls themselves.

Girlhood and Girl Studies

The field of girlhood and girl studies arose from a need to theorize the
experiences of girls in response to male-centered, gender-neutral models of youth
development (Carlson, 2000; Hey, 1997; Kapur, 1993; Ward & Benjamin, 2004). The
highly contested and rapidly growing terrain of girl studies has undergone dramatic

theoretical and conceptual shifts in the last thirty years.

° In the next chapter, I demonstrate how postcolonial and transnational feminisms provide useful
conceptual tools to highlight these crucial distinctions.
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At the beginning of the 20" century, psychosocial conceptualizations of girlhood
were largely based on universalizing scientific and psychological perspectives. Girlhood
was understood as a physical and emotional transition from childhood into adulthood,
experienced by all young women in similar ways based on White, middle-class,
heterosexual, able-bodied norms (Aapola, Gonick, & Harris, 2005). In the mid 1970s,
feminist researchers began to reconceptualize girls as visible and central to youth studies.
Feminist scholars who wanted to understand girls on their own terms developed girl-
centered theories and practices and introduced a structural analysis of gender and
patriarchy into youth studies (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2004;
Ward & Benjamin, 2004). Their focus on the sociocultural, historical, and political
dimensions of youth, gender, and femininity helps to illuminate the circumstances,
opportunities, and challenges of girlhood.

Although girl studies scholars were instrumental in challenging boy-focused
discourses in psychosocial research, important gaps remained. Griffin (2004) disputes the
assumption that girls’ lives have been made visible in equal ways by girl-centered
studies: “If girls and young women have been and remain relatively invisible in most
youth research, then some girls have been more invisible than others” (p. 30). Girls of
colour have suffered multiple erasures, not only in youth research but within feminism
itself. In the 1980s, researchers of colour argued that the lives of girls and young women
of colour within and outside Euro-Western contexts did not necessarily fit Western
feminist perspectives on girlhood. They criticized Anglocentric approaches to much
youth research, including those within the growing field of girl studies (Amos & Parmar,
1981; Bertram, Marusza, Fine, & Weis, 2000). Especially problematic is the conflation
by some feminists of all women’s and girls’ experiences into a universal notion of

sisterhood, which Michelle di Leonardo (1991, cited in Weis & Fine, 2005) describes as
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“that feminist metonymic fallacy” (p. 147) that portrays White middle-class women’s
experience as representative of all women’s and girls’ histories.

As in psychosocial youth studies, the attempt by some feminists to capture the
Other results in them collapsing various ‘cultural’ explanations into an essentialized
caricature. Girls of colour are often constructed as victims of their own culture.
Dimensions of race and gender are constructed as cultural phenomena that are fixed
across time and space and locatable geographically and socially. This is particularly true
of the emerging fascination, particularly among feminists, with discourses of difference,
hybridity, and multiple subjectivities. In her landmark essay on the politics of difference,
Narayan (1997) elaborates:

Phenomena that seem ‘different,’ ‘alien’ or ‘other’ seem to cross our
borders with considerably more frequency than problems that seem
‘similar’ to those that affect mainstream Western women. It is not difficult
to conclude that there is a premium on ‘Third-World difference’ that
results in greater interest being accorded to those issues that seem
strikingly “different’ from those affecting mainstream Western women.
This over-simplification constructs ‘things that happen elsewhere’ as
different from ‘things that happen here’ (p. 196).

Minority girls are constructed as somehow more contradictory or problematic
than Euro-Western girls, even if they have been born and raised in the West (Griffin,
2004). Griffin reflects that, in much of mainstream girl studies literature, ‘modern’
girlhood is “located in the First World, associated with Anglo, Western cultures, seen as
civilized and progressive for women, while ‘traditional’ girlhood is associated with Third
World contexts, and with girls and women of colour, and is seen as anti-feminist and
restrictive for women” (p. 32). Here the privileging of difference and the focus on
diversity among girls becomes a semantic mantra that obscures and relativizes real social
inequities (Anzaldua & Keating, 2002; Mohanty, 2003). Experiences of marginalization
among girls of colour are reported as cultural, generational, and adaptive conflicts rather

than as symptoms of deeply embedded colonial relations of ruling. Griffin argues that
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it is important to avoid adopting an Anglocentric perspective on the
constitution of girlhood and the lives of girls and young women in
contemporary societies, and also to acknowledge the diversity of girls’
lives ... and the difficulties involved in living with, against, and through
these contradictions (Griffin, 2004, p. 29).

Feminist scholars such as Bertram, Marusza, Fine, and Weis (2000), Brah (1996),
Griffin (2004), and Lee (2004b, 2006) emphasize that research about racialized girls
should involve a more critical analysis of the intersections of age, race, gender, and class
in the context of identity construction, representation, and resistance. They advocate a
feminism that more fully theorizes the shifting nature of intersectionalities in producing

multiple girlhoods rather than one universal girlhood.

Competing Concepts of Girlhood and Girls’ Agency

To understand minority girls’ practices of identity formation, engagement, and
resistance in predominantly White contexts, it is useful to review debates about girls’
agency. Girls’ agency has been represented in significantly different ways across
discourses of girlhood and feminism, with girls depicted alternately as voiceless victims
of patriarchal culture, as aggressive and explicitly sexualized, as feminist counterculture
agents, and as feisty, empowered pop culture icons. These competing conceptualizations
of girl’s agency position girls at the center of popular culture and provide powerful
scripts for public and academic discourses—and hence policy and program

development—in relation to girls’ engagement.

Girl power

The first predominant discourse, Girl Power, is fissured by competing
interpretations—the anti-establishment, explicitly politicized ‘riot grrrls’ and the
mainstream, marketable ‘power girl’ (Aapola et al., 2005; Hernandez & Rehman, 2002).

Riot grrrls emerged from the punk rock scene in a movement involving mainly White,
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middle-class young women, many identifying as queer, who espoused a liberatory
sociopolitical stance. Also rooted in the riot grrrl movement is an emerging anti-colonial,
anti-racist, transnational feminism taken up by young women of colour that informs my
analysis, and to which this research contributes.'’

As the riot grrrl movement grew in visibility, its message became commodified
into a new depoliticized iteration of girl power, the now-ubiquitous cute, feisty, sexy,
‘power girl” icon. Constructing girls as empoweredl agents and significant cultural and
economic producers and consumers, the commercialization of the ‘Can do’ and “You go,
girl!” brand of girl power has catapulted marketing campaigns targeting the rapidly
growing teen and ‘tween’ girl markets.

Girl Power has had the positive effect of popularizing feminist concerns for girls’
voice, empowerment, and liberation, enhancing access by community-based
organizations to girl-focused research and programming funding. However, important
gaps remain: Mikel-Brown (2005) stresses that monolithic, colour- and class-blind
representations of girlhood have engendered a “relentless overpsychologising of girls that
has served to render invisible the social and material conditions of girls’ lives” (p. 147).
Some femlmsts express concern that the construction of a neoliberal, self-inventing
subject serves to maintain rather than undermine gender, race, and class hierarchies: “Girl
power’s popularity is credited to its very lack of threat to the status quo for the ways in
which it reflects the ideologies of white middle-class, individualism and personal

responsibility over collective responses to social problems” (Aapola et al., 2005, p. 30).

10 See, for example, Colonize This!: Young Women of Color on Today’s Feminism (Hernandez & Rehman,
2002); Yello-Oh Girls! Emerging Voices Explore Culture, Identity (Nam, 2001), Growing Up Asian
American (Hong, 1993); Girlhood: Redefining the Limits (Jiwani, Steenbergen, & Mitchell, 2006) and A/l
About the Girl: Culture, Power and Identity (Harris, 2004a).
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Vulnerable girlhood

The second significant account of girlhood is the vulnerable “girl in crisis,” which
is split into three competing discourses of vulnerability—the ‘voiceless girl,” the ‘mean
girl,” and the ‘party girl.” These representations of girls’ agency support the psychological
imperative that, in order to effect change in their lives, girls at risk require expert outside
intervention to be empowered and transformed into agents with voice and with healthy
social relations.

The voiceless girl discourse was most famously articulated in Mary Pipher’s
Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls (1994). Pipher argued that girls
experience a process of self splitting and losing voice as they enter adolescence, a
consequence of the challenges inherent in a girl-hostile modern patriarchal society that
denies them expression of their authentic selves. This discourse importantly focused
attention away from psychological explanations and onto the sociocultural pressures
placed on girls, naming the role of patriarchy, sexism, and capitalism in producing girls’
vulnerabilities. But here again, the voiceless girl argument assumes that patriarchy
impacts all girls equally, disregarding the intersecting effects of race, religion, ethnicity,
class, sexuality, and ability in shaping girls’ vulnerability:

The omission of racism as a debilitating social ingredient in girls’ lives is
curious, particularly in the US context, where race continues to be the
single most important factor in determining the life chances of young
people. The suggestion seems to be that either white girls are vulnerable to
cultural influences in a way that young women of colour are not, or that
the lives of young white women are assumed to represent all of American
girlhood (Aapola et al., 2005, p. 45).

Following on the footsteps of the voiceless girl, the ‘mean girl’ and ‘party girl’
appear as new manifestations of the crisis discourse of girlhood (Harris, 2004b; Jiwani,
Steenbergen, & Mitchel, 2006). The ‘party girl’ is the latest iteration of a growing
glamorization of seemingly empowered, highly sexualized, economically privileged girl

consumers. Young Hollywood celebrities like Lindsey Lohan, Paris Hilton, and Britney
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Spears exemplify a lifestyle replete with explicitly sexualized behaviour, publicized
substance use, late night clubbing and expensive clothing and cars. These girls
strategically use a mixture of performed innocence and sexualized empowerment to
engage in high-risk behaviour, pushing the limits of what has traditionally been the
domain of boys. But despite her popularity and perceived emancipation, the party girl is
vulnerable to violence and abuse and thus remains in crisis, requiring adult intervention
such as disordered eating and substance use programs to bring her back onto a path for
successful development.

Finally, an emerging preoccupation with the image of some girls’ highly
territorial and often aggressive social manipulations is also eclipsing the image of the
victimized, voiceless girl. As a result, girls’ perceived social, physical, and sexual
aggression has become a focus of concern and surveillance, resulting in the increasing
criminalization of girls’ offenses which have traditionally been ignored (Artz, 1998; Artz
& Hoskins, 2005; Harris, 2004b). But here again, the mean girl image remains steeped in
race and class stereotypes; as Chesney-Lind and Irwin (2004) argue, it is those young
women “who lack the resources to stay out of view of the criminal justice system who are
targeted and criminalized, resulting in spiraling arrest rates for girls of colour” (p. 50).

The conflation of differences amongst girls further erases and marginalizes girls
who are socially, economically, and politically disadvantaged. As Harris points out, the
discourse of the vulnerable girl assumes that an upper middle-class, White, heterosexual,
full citizen girl, despite the privilege afforded her, is as vulnerable as one who is socially
marginalized (Harris, 2001a, 2004b). In turn, the Girl Power assumption that
determination, drive, and style are enough to achieve success, social belonging, and
emancipation presumes that girls are free to create themselves outside of the constraints

of gender, race, class, political, and social disparities (Harris, 2004b).
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Theorizing Whiteness, Locality, and Social Exclusion
Whiteness and Locality

The contradictions presented by dominant, normative discourses of girlhood bring
to light a key theme of my study, touched on in Chapter 1—the need to theorize
Whiteness and locality and their relationships to minority girls’ social exclusion. Here I
am interested in examining how a predominantly Euro-Western social context like
Victoria shapes the construction of minority girls as Othered subjects differently than, for
example, larger, more multicultural Canadian cities. Research about Canadian immigrant
and visible minority girls is typically conducted in metropolitan centers such as Montreal,
Toronto, and Vancouver, which have large ethnocultural populations. These studies then
form the basis for discourses about nationhood, citizenship, and cultural identity. But the
research findings and policies that flow from such research cannot necessarily be
generalized to smaller, less diverse geographical contexts such as Victoria, where girls
are surrounded by dominant Whiteness (Lee, 2004b, 2005; Lee & Lutz, 2005).
Metropolitan concerns about the provision of ethno-specific settlement services and the
cloistering and social exclusion of ethnocultural communities reveal little about the needs
of girls who have access to few resources that would enable them to form positive
readings of their transnational identities. Specifically, the cluster of research on ethnic
identity development in schools with more multicultural student bodies results in
inappropriate policy and service responses to service provision. These differences in
context must be critically examined. Throughout my analysis, I consider questions such
as: What does growing up in a dominant cultural context of Whiteness mean for minority
girls’ sense of self and belonging? How does social exclusion shape minority girls’
practices and discourses of engagement, and what does this mean for research and

practice?
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Victoria’s relative homogeneity poses paradoxical challenges for girls of colour.
While it is ‘globalized’ economically, technologically, and by virtue of its positioning in
diverse North American society, Victoria, like other small Canadian towns, betrays a
pervasive colonial consciousness. In one of its popular weekly newsmagazines, a reporter
argues that in as much as Victoria is beautiful:

it is also cursed by small-mindedness and bigotry, a beautiful little village

of people living in the past.... Its history is not just tea houses, Union

Jacks, ladies-in-waiting and British parliamentary tradition.... These

aren’t just isolated incidents or one-off comments, revealing time and time

the deep and thriving undercurrent of racial prejudice in Victoria (Francis,

2004).

As the examples in this chapter demonstrate, for girls with transnational
consciousness who live in predominantly White contexts, Whiteness becomes the
dominant social formation through which racialization is animated, controlled, and
policed. In this context, Whiteness is much more complex and pervasive than a racial
identity based on appearance or skin colour. Rather, it is a socially endemic cultural
system that is ideologically, materially, and historically based and reproduced through
dominant formations such as political systems, the media, social policy and services, and
educational institutions (Minh-ha, 1989, 1997).

Pack-Brown (1999) defines racial identity as “racial awareness, sometimes
referred to as racial consciousness. That is, a person who is racially aware has an
understanding that her or his racial group membership can and often does influence her or
his psychological, emotional and physical development” (p. 83). This conceptualization
of ethnic identity presumes that minority girls possess extensive knowledge of both their
own and dominant ethnicities and that they have access to spaces, role models, and
systems where these identities may be communicated and reproduced. At first glance, the

identity construction of racialized minority girls in more homogenous localities appears

less problematic than for girls in large cities. Immersed in Whiteness, these girls learn
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English quickly, have diverse groups of friends, and seem to “fit in.” This surface reading,
however, yields little information about the high cost of fitting in or about the
complicated choices girls make to accommodate the impositions of living Otherness in a
context where Otherness is neither spoken of nor tolerated. Their experiences of
engagement and empowerment are constrained within a context that limits who they can
and cannot be. Frankenberg (1997) reminds us that the “challenge has remained of how
to, in Audre Lorde’s terms, ‘dismantle the master’s house’ while, not only do we live in
it, but it by some architectural trick, lives in us” (p. 56).

A further gap arising from the pervasively normative effects of Whiteness is
articulated by Winddance-Twine (1996), who compared the experiences of Black girls in
New York with those in the segregationist South. In New York, where multiculturalism is
touted as advanced, the girls chose White dolls over Black ones as being the more
attractive; in the South, where Black aesthetic values tend to be reinforced as an ironic
by-product of segregation, girls chose the Black dolls as the prettiest. According to
Winddance-Twine, successful ‘integration” for the girls in New York meant internalizing
dominant White norms as they relate to ‘acceptable’ measures of femininity, beauty,
belonging, and success. This example emphasizes how discourses of multiculturalism and
diversity, assumed to be inherently positive, serve in effect to erase and silence

difference.

A growing body of research investigating the experiences of racial minority youth
and girls who grow up in predominantly White communities'' brings to light common
patterns. The context of White predominance reveals a lack of opportunities for minority
girls to develop their own counter narratives or resistance and to explore their complex

identities as transnational subjects. Girls who are submerged in mainstream culture do not

"' See, for example, Bettis & Adams (2005); Carrington & Short (1993); Connolly (2000); Fine, Stewart, & Zucker
(2000); Gilborn (1996); Handa (2003); Jiwani, et al., 2006; Kakembo (1994); Kaomea (2003); Kelly (1998); Lewis
(2001); MacPhee, n.d.; Mikel-Brown (2005); Poteet (2001); Varma-Joshi, Baker, & Tanaka (2004).
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need supports to promote integration; they need mechanisms to challenge the erasure of
their identities and the resources by which to craft an oppositional consciousness. Taisha
reflects on her struggles to find adequate supports to normalize her experiences as an
Ethiopian-Canadian living in Victoria:

Well, I just feel like I never get to talk about it, like we don’t even exist in
their eyes. You talk to the school counsellors and they don’t know your
culture, they don’t even know what racism is, and they’re ... totally not
able to help you. They just don’t get it. (Taisha, 16)

As Taisha explains, girls who live in predominantly White communities must negotiate
both the assertion of dominant Whiteness within those sites and the community’s denial
of both its actual and potential complexities. Girls like Taisha must also negotiate
belonging only by cutting through restrictive discourses of what is normal and acceptable
in terms of their bodies, relationships, sexualities, identities, and sociocultural, economic,
and political roles.

According to Connolly (2000), Jiwani et al. (2001), and Winddance-Twine
(1996), the absence of social congruence and institutional representation in girls’ multiple
worlds both silences and creates dissonance. Moraga and Anzaldua (1983) describe the
cost of these erasures: “When one’s life experience is continually erased by silence, the
significance of such a forum cannot be underestimated, [for] silence is like starvation.
Don’t be fooled. It’s nothing short of that” (p. 29).

Social Exclusion

Debates about social inclusion and exclusion are an increasingly prevalent focus
of social policy and research and a predominant theme of this dissertation. One
sharpening focus within social inclusion debates is how girls develop and integrate
socially relevant skills and behaviours that promote resilience and social inclusion.

The Search Institute (2003, 2004) has developed a ‘developmental assets’

framework which argues that a young person develops constructive assets when they
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participate in meaningful ways in community, demonstrate healthy boundaries and
expectations, develop and utilize social competencies, and have supportive social
systems. Similarly, discourses of sociocultural capital describe the social and cultural
commodities that are valued in a particular society (Garbarino, 1992; Tonkin, 2002).
Sociocultural capital grants girls access to institutional and social networks, provides
them with ‘insider’ knowledge of dominant ways of knowing, and enhances their ability
to participate fully in civic life (Tonkin, 2002; Yee, 2003). Community fabric is a
powerful factor in nurturing girls’ engagement and social capital. Communities with
responsive parenting programs, school curricula, and other supports have healthier
children who engage in fewer risky behaviours (Tonkin, 2002; Tonkin & Foster, 2005).
Similarly, social contexts that promote social inclusion, community building, advocacy,
and self-governance have better outcomes in terms of youth engagement (Chandler &
Lalonde, 1998). The development of sociocultural capital is cumulative and dialogical;
the more capital girls have, the more they can build.

However, as with constructions of youth and girlhood, dominant discourses of
youth engagement and participation often hide the uneven impacts of social systems on
shaping minority girls’ engagement and participation in their communities. Girls who are
excluded from dominant social systems have fewer opportunities to build relevant assets
and sociocultural capital, and are therefore prevented from participating in realms of
influence and decision making. For example, as Lee (2004a, 2004b) demonstrates in her
research on service provision, Victoria’s predominantly White context creates barriers to
the full engagement of girls of colour and limits opportunities for them to build social
capital within mainstream settings. The services, institutional practices, curricula, and
recreational spaces available to them do not reflect various cultural perspectives and

realities and often promote colour- and gender-blind service delivery models.
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Research on social exclusion reiterates the critical roles that place, locality, and
context play in shaping girls’ lived realities, particularly in dominant White spaces, and
advocates a need to provide access to social systems that normalize and reflect girls’
experiences. Characteristics of social exclusion include residence in substandard housing;
unequal access to employment, social, and health services; stigmatization; spatial and
social isolation; disconnection from civil society; and everyday experiences of
discrimination, racism, sexism, and violence (Bolaria & Bolaria, 2002; Galabuzi, 2004).
These barriers have powerful effects on minority girls. Typically, they are mutually
reinforcing; as a consequence, they intensify gendered and racial concentrations of
poverty (Galabuzi, 2004; Kaspar & Noh, 2001). For instance, racialized neighbourhoods
often deal with social deficits and disintegrating institutions, which results in reduced
access to counselling services, life skills training, child care, recreational activities, and
health care services (Galabuzi, 2004).

This systemic exclusion has real, consequential effects on girls’ physical,
cognitive, emotional, and spiritual development, as confirmed by Lee (2004a):

Several participants disclosed troubling physical, emotional and mental
health issues and reported that they had not sought help for their problems.
Many participants reported that while school counselors, teachers,
community workers and other adults, including parents, were caring,
supportive and understanding, very few fully grasped the complexities of
their lives (pp. 1-2).

These findings are supported by other research on the impact of racism on youth
and girls. The internalization of ascribed, devalued social status and jeopardized self-
image (feelings of inferiority, self-hatred, shame, anger, etc.) interfere with positive
identity formation and negatively impact well-being, social relationships and networks, as
well as academic and professional goals and achievement (Spencer & Markstrom-Adams,
1990, in Kaspar & Noh, 2001). Suarez-Orozco (2001) found that Canadian-born girls of

colour have poorer health outcomes, higher rates of obesity, higher rates of sexual
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activity, and engage more frequently in violent or delinquent acts. As well, immigrant
women and girls of visible minority status are more vulnerable to discrimination,
marginalization, emotional disorders, and violence (Fernando, 1986, cited in Kaspar &
Noh, 2001; Galabuzi, 2004). According to Varcoe (2002), women and girls of colour
who experienced violence were subjected to increased scrutiny and were even denied
services as health care providers commonly attribute incidences of violence against
racialized women and girls to their race rather than to the vulnerabilities created by
racism and sexism.

These findings raise pivotal questions for researchers and practitioners working to
unsettle pernicious legacies of colonialism in their work with girls. Ormond (2004)
suggests that girls’ voices must be “continually situated within their daily experiences of
oppressive institutional and social silencing” (p. 249). To this end, minority girls’
locational particularities must be taken into account when developing strategies for

supporting TE.

Conclusion

Clearly not all girls and youth are equally represented or complexified in
discourses, practices, and policies related to girls’ development, identity formation, and
social inclusion. Three important gaps across the literature are of concern. First, dominant
psychosocial conceptualizations of gender, race, sexuality, and age as fixed, innate, and
comparable units of analysis reveal little about their intersectional effects in girls’ lives
and construct girls of colour as Others in relation to a dominant norm. Second, the
representation in girlhood studies of girls as a homogenous group erases the complexities
of their realities and the uneven impacts of social forces on their experiences of social
inclusion and engagement. Third, by reproducing dominant discourses of girls of colour

only as problematic and at risk, these literatures ultimately conceal the structural and
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material barriers that limit the engagement of girls as full cultural citizens and civic
participants in their communities.

These erasures are disturbing. How minority girls understand their roles as civic
participants depends to a large extent on available, prevailing, and sancﬁoned
representations of race, gender, and agency. As a result, these girls’ concerns in relation
to cultural shifts, relations of power, neocolonialism, and transnational identity formation,
remain hidden from research, practice, and policy debates.

This is where the lack of relevant and adequate conceptual language and applied
tools for dealing with the intersecting effects of gender, age, race, sexuality, and class
becomes glaringly apparent. Because studies dealing with gender and race typically
advocate the status quo, they propose approaches and methodologies that revolve around
risk reduction and sociocultural and economic integration, rather than social justice and
institutional change (Barbarin, 1998; McLoyd & Steinberg, 1998; Triandis, 1996). And,
by obscuring historical and systemic inequalities, such studies serve only to reproduce

colonial and patriarchal systems of service delivery and research.

By negating history, particularly the history that engendered the “at risk’
reality, many liberals are able to safely display their presumed
benevolence toward a particular subordinate cultural group that they have
labeled “at risk’ without having to accept that, because of their privileged
position they are part of the social order that created the very reality of the
oppression they want to study (Freire, 1996, p. 59).

The human and social services sectors sustain a system by which researchers
study the impact of their own dominant group’s colonialism on colonized communities
and then develop an entire industry of programs and policies designed to help colonized
populations cope with these circumstances. Meanwhile, the impact of institutional and
policy gaps, such as the lack of school and human services support for minority and
Indigenous girls, is obscured, and institutional policies and structures that promote

specific, narrow types of citizenship are left unexamined.



What girls would benefit from are explicitly politicized and historicized
theoretical models that acknowledge the socially constituting effects of psychosocial
categories on their identities and on practices of research, policy development, and
service provision. Accordingly, as Aapola, Gonick, and Harris (2005) exhort, a new
phase of girl studies is urgently needed—one to which this study contributes a
transdisciplinary framework that contends with dilemmas facing girls of colour in an

increasingly complex global context.

47



48

CHAPTER 4:
REIMAGINING MINORITY GIRLHOOD: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

FOR TRANSFORMATIVE PRAXIS

As responsible postcolonial social scientists, we must address the colonial
attitudes of our discipline, which has transformed healing practices into
processes for treatment and disease prevention. As we move into the next
millennium, we must not be tolerant of the neocolonialism that runs
unchecked in our knowledge-generating systems. Postcolonial Indigenous
thinkers should be placed in positions to act as gatekeepers of knowledge
(Duran & Duran, 2002, p. 89).

Counter-Storytelling as a Praxis of Resistance

Counter-storytelling lies at the crux of my efforts to more fully attend to identities
that are peripheral to the White, middle-class, able-bodied, heterosexual ‘norm.” How,
though, do we rewrite narratives of girlhood? How do we take advantage of the spaces
opened up by postcolonialism when colonial myths still pérvade our institutional policies,
research practices, and discourses of gender, race, and girlhood? How might we utilize
emerging counter narratives to construct a praxis of resistance? Walkerdine (1988) calls
for a strategy that “recognizes and examines the effects of normative models, whilst
producing the possibility of other accounts and other sites of identification” (p. 238).

To illuminate these nuances, a praxis of resistance requires a conceptual nexus.
Figure 4.1 represents my proposed transdisciplinary, transtheoretical framework. It
foregrounds the theoretical underpinnings garnered from PAR, PT, applied practice,
girlhood studies, and postcolonial, Indigenous, and transnational feminist theories that
frame my data interpretation. From within this nexus, my analysis of TE teases out
relationships among the praxes of transformation and engagement, minority girls’ social
locations, methodologies employed to facilitate TE, and broader social forces that
structure these dynamics. In this chapter, building on my discussion in Chapter 2 of

postcolonialism and transnationalism as historical processes, I draw specifically on
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postcolonial, Indigenous, and transnational feminist theories to provide a more deeply

nuanced representation of racialized minority girls.'?

Figure 4.1 A transtheoretical/transdisciplinary conceptual framework.

Applied
Youth

Practice

Expressive Girlhood
Participatory Studies
Action-based

Methodologies
Transnational Indigenous
Feminisms Epistemologies

Postcolonial
Theories

2 I am indebted to Dr. Jo-Anne Lee for her guidance in the development of this conceptual framework.
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Reconceptualizing Minority Girlhoods

A transtheoretical, transdisciplinary conceptual framework offers a counterpoint
to problematic dominant discourses about minority girls. My conceptual framework
surveys the “confluence of the various dimensions that shape and define contemporary
girlhoods, especially as they are constrained by prevailing social forces and articulated by
girls themselves” (Jiwani et al., 2006, p. xii). In my analysis of TE, I approach ‘minority
girls’” as a much more complex category of inquiry and social action than simply Others
to Whiteness. The construction of a monolithic ‘racialized minority’ girl that conflates
intersections of race, age, gender, class, sexuality, ability, religion, language, and
citizenship is in itself a process of epistemic recolonization. In Chapter 3, I advocated, as
many do, for a reconceptualization of girls’ engagement that accounts for (1) the
dialogical relationships between individual subjectivities, histories, locations, and
contexts and (2) the impact of different historical trajectories in producing multiple and
uneven experiences of gendered racialization. Toward this goal, I extend the ideas
expressed in Lee and De Finney (2005) and frame my reconceptualization of minority
girlhoods with the following starting assumptions:

1. The identities of racialized minority girls are shaped by their unique cultural
locations, meaning the particular intersections in their lives of race, ethnicity,
class, gender, citizenship, religion, sexuality, language, geographic location,
relationship to colonialism, and so on. These complicated identities are not
natural, complete, or fixed; rather, they are constantly reshaped and renegotiated
in relation to sociocultural, economic, and political contexts.

2. Place and locality play significant roles in mediating identity formation and girls’
practices of engagement. In a dominant White context, the ability of racialized

girls to speak about their lived realities and engage ‘on their own terms’ is often
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subsumed under discourses of social belonging and engagement that fail to fully
explicate their intersectionalities of identity.

3. The unique knowledges of girls who grow up under dominant Whiteness and the
interlocking barriers to their engagement and social inclusion must be critically
and sensitively explicated to texture otherwise flat representations of minority
girlhoods.

4. Because racialized minority girls are under- and misrepresented across several
fields of study, a transdisciplinary analytical framework is necessary for a more

differentiated conceptualization of girls” identities and practices of engagement.

Such a framework requires that girls’ voices be infused into the theoretical,

policy, and practice landscape of girlhood.

A Transdisciplinary Conceptual Framework on Racialized Girlhoods

In this chapter, I chart theories of Indigeneity, hybridity, postcolonialism, and
transnational feminism. I speak to these particular theories because their contributions are
attuned to overarching concepts and propagations of social justice, resistance, and
decolonization. Given a conceptual landscape in which the epistemic stakes are so high,
the difficulty of working within any one discipline is that each is burdened with
limitations and erasures. Postcolonial, transnational feminist, and Indigenous theorists
grapple with related concerns and share some theoretical pathways, but they are not
inherently allied or connected. Each arises from specific conceptual niches and distinct
historical, cultural, and political struggles, unearths a plethora of readings of dimensions
of gender, race, identity, colonialism, nationhood, citizenship, and globalization, and
offers its own agenda for moving forward. It is not my goal to thoroughly investigate

each theory’s diverse histories, articulations, and mutual criticisms. At the risk of
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collapsing these debates, I look for fruitful openings to draw strategically on what is most

useful in speaking to the issues facing racialized girls and women.

Indigenous Postcolonial Epistemologies

As I touched on in Chapter 2, postcolonialism is a contested and fragmented
conce;lat13 with a growing array of theoretical concerns and practical applications.
Postcolonial thought comprises an open-ended set bf theories located predominantly in
the fields of economics, humanities, the arts, and the social sciences; these theories
theories share a goal of seeking to understand the ongoing effects, transitions out of, and
resistances to colonial formations. It is precisely toward such an end that I harness their
contributions. My conceptualization of TE illuminates creative forms of resistance that
girls and women living under the legacy of colonial ideologies might deploy to texture
and reweave the colonial fabric.

Increasing numbers of Indigenous academics and researchers are addressing
social issues within a postcolonial framework of self-determination, decolonization, and
social justice (Smith, 1999). Indigenous postcolonial scholars like Smith (1999) and
Duran and Duran (2002) object to depictions of the colonized as passive recipients of
power or hollow ‘mimics’ of European imperialism; they argue multiple forms of
resistance accompany all deployments of power. A postcolonial approach complicates the
rigid colonizer/colonized binary and demonstrates that these categories shift and are thus
mutable, particularly by the new hybrid gatekeepers, shape shifters, ‘trickster’'*

Indigenous academics who infuse their academic work with a politicality that destabilizes

13 Most of the theorists closely associated with the term, such as Said, Spivak, Gayatri, Hall and Bhabha,
are diasporic intellectuals, with no congruent or common subjectivity, and no definitive territorial or
epistemological root or niche. See Bhabha, 1990; Frankenberg & Mani, 1996; Hall 1990, 1997; Loomba,
1998; Mishra & Hodge, 1994; Shohat & Stam, 1996; Spivak, 1996.

'* Many Indigenous epistemologies include a Trickster figure, a cunning and stealthy shape shifter who
plays with assumptions and employs trickery to break social codes of behaviour as a means of teaching
valuable lessons.
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institutional borders. p. 4). As a transformational practice, Smith exhorts, postcolonialism
frames community concerns with cultural healing, resistance, and decolonization:

Indigenous thinkers use the term ‘postcolonial’ to describe a symbolic
strategy for shaping a desirable future, not an existing reality. The term is
an aspirational practice, goal, or idea that [we] use to imagine a new form
of society that [we] desire to create, yet we recognize that post-colonial
societies do not exist. Rather, we acknowledge the colonial mentality and
structures that still exist in all societies and nations and the neocolonial
tendencies that resist decolonization in the contemporary world (p. xix).

My conceptualization of TE aligns with this endeavour. My stance and personal
commitment to enacting postcolonialism manifests in three ways: it is embodied in my
consciousness and is a shared lived reality with the girls and women in this project; it
serves as an analytical strategy to disrupt colonial archaeologies in knowledge, inquiry,
and practice; and, most importantly, it enables me to animate concerns and stories that
exist outside of and beyond colonial effects and legacies.

Postcolonial Hybridities

The girls in “It’s About Us” experience postcolonialism, transnationalism, and
global change in unpredictable and discongruent ways. A critical question in postcolonial
theory is how to understand these complicated, paradoxical, yet obviously asymmetrical
legacies of the colonial encounter. A useful explanatory concept is ‘hybridity,” a term
most often associated with postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha (1990). Hybridity
describes processes of “crossing over, outside and within, creating new formations out of
old ones, blending, fusing, mixing, and intersecting” (Friedman, 1998, p. 92). Like
transnationalism, theories of hybridity are concerned with borders and their crossings,
intersections, overlappings, and transgressions. According to Friedman (1998), hybridity
describes “three distinct but not mutually exclusive types of cultural mixing: fusion of
differences, intermingling of differences, and mixing of the already always syncretic” (p.
84). Notions of hybridity, movement, and intersectionality resist problematic

dichotomous binaries such as male/female, White/Other, normal/abnormal,
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citizen/foreigner, and powerful/powerless that keep subaltern subjects locked in positions
deferential to normative Whiteness. Hall (1997) argues that ilybridity is paradoxically
routine and transgressive; we are all already syncretic, commonplace, and transcultural,
yet changing historical contexts continuously demand new kinds of boundary crossings,
counter-essentialisms, and interruptive practices. For example, girls of colour living in
Victoria, many of whom are immigrants or children of immigrants, hold several hybrid
and contradictory subject positionings depending on this social location. They may
identify with competing, overlapping, or hyphenated citizenships, ethnicities and
diasporas; they may be loyal to multiple homelands, places of belonging and memories of
cultural identity; they may belong to several communities, kinship and peer groups, and
SO on.

Postcolonial theories of hybridity are particularly relevant to dispute cultural
purisms, universalisms and fundamentalisms, proposing instead that identity is malleable
and contingent, a discursive performance constituted through and under relations of
ruling (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997; Hernandez & Rehman, 2002). This is a significant
conceptual move away from a concern with categorizing, predicting, and pathologizing
individual psychological processes. The contention that all girls negotiate multiple and
intersecting identities illustrates the connection between their local, everyday lives and
global forces. Hybrid formations are increasingly tangible and consequential in minority
girls’ lives. A representation of identity as both socially constituted and socially
constituting more fully accounts for the complicated social contexts within which girls

must make meaning of their locations and their struggle for belonging.

Transnational Feminisms

The everyday conditions under which hybrid subjects experience postcolonial

formations have been explicated by transnational feminists. Despite its well-documented
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semantic, theoretical, and historical pathways, the transnational feminist landscape
remains pluralistic. Transnational feminists'® are concerned with naming and unmaking
diverse forms of patriarchy in the context of emergent global capitalism and transnational
cultural production. Grewal and Kaplan (1994) and Mohanty (2003) argue that gender
relations cannot be seen as universal; they are mutable, produced, repetitively circulated,
and finally legitimated through movement within and across geographic, political,
economic, and sociocultural borders (Loomba, 1997; Narayan & Harding, 2000; Ong,
1999). Transnational feminists disrupt the ‘intellectual quietisms’ of psychosocial
research by questioning fixed categories of citizenship, gender, race, and social
belonging. They focus instead on the scattered and multidirectional flows of hegemonies
through which transnational subjects are constituted and positioned'® (Grewal & Kaplan,
1994). Their reconceptualization frames identity as relational, always emerging, and
grounded in historically produced relations (Anzaldua, 2002; Bannerji, 2000; Spivak,
1996).

Transnational subjects enact and live across what Grewal and Kaplan (1994) call
“scattered hegemonies,” meaning multiple, diffused, and mobile forms of domination,
including multiple patriarchies, nationalisms, and racialized, gendered, and class
locations, to name the most prolific. Girls and their families live across and carry these
contemporary social, political, and economic patriarchal forms with them as they move
from one location to another (Lavie & Swedenburg, 1996; Lee, personal communication,

March 6, 2007). This movement requires us to understand the ways that girls are

'* See Anzaldua & Keating, 2002; Bannerji, 2000; Brah, 1996; Grewal, 1999; Grewal & Kaplan, 1994;
Hemandez & Rehman, 2002; Minh-ha, 1997, 1989; Mohanty, 2003; Mohanty, Russo, & Torres, 1991;
Narayan & Harding, 2000; Ong, 1999; Ong & Nonini, 1997; Westwood & Phizacklea, 2000.

' Transnational diasporic subjects travel, live, or identify within and across different nation states and/or
cultural or civic citizenships. Transnational subjects do not all become transnational in the same way or
with the same implications (e.g., some are deterritorialized by choice, for economic or educational gain;
others are forced into migration by war, natural disasters, or labour and sexual exploitation).
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constituted as objects and subjects within and among multiple patriarchies in their
ethnocultural communities, dominant groups, and state discourses and practices. On a
daily basis, through interactions with families, peers, schools, and neighbourhoods, girls
confront contradictory expectations about their social roles, sexuality, measures of beauty
and ‘authenticity,” and ethnocultural codes of conduct. Understanding the changing
conditions that produce girls’ identities, and thus their practices of engagement and
resistance, necessarily leads to reconceptualizing their identities as intersectional,

multiply shaped and located, fluid, contradictory, and absolutely paradoxical.

Theoretical Gaps in Conceptualizing Minority Girlhoods

Central to my endeavour to draw forth a more complex analysis is the
identification of gaps across theories that produce multiple erasures of racialized minority
girls. Speaking to these gaps is critical to my analysis for two reasons: first, because it
reveals the lack of critical tools for understanding minority girls’ realities; and second,
because it exposes how little we know about the practices of engagement and resistance
girls utilize to manage and respond to these tensions. A most salient gap is the
disconnection between meta-theoretical conceptualizations of postcolonialism and
transnationalism and the practical applications of youth and girl work:

Considerable research has illuminated the ways historical, political and/or
economic processes constitute and alter the meanings and ideologies of
race and white domination, but much less has been done with respect to
the more intimate, everyday processes that link the self to racial
formations (Perry, 2002, p. 3).

Perry (2002) articulates what my review of the literature also reveals: There is a
dearth of conceptual frameworks that juxtapose in helpful ways youth- and girl-centered
applied theories with more critical transnational, Indigenous, or postcolonial analysis. As
a result, racialized minority girls are poorly understood and inadequately represented

across these important areas of study.
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To briefly summarize points argued in Chapter 3, the first erasure of racialized
minority girls occurs in dominant psychosocial representations of ‘youth’ and ‘girlhood’
that essentialize race, age, and gender. These theories ignore the heterogeneity among
girls, while masking the uneven impacts of structural and material barriers to girls’
engagement as full cultural citizens, knowledge producers, and community participants.
Further, as I will argue in Chapter 6, the roots of PAR research lie predominantly in adult
education and community development, two areas where the concerns and voices of girls
have typically been ignored.

Below I discuss three additional troubling gaps that arise from my examination of
postcolonial, Indigenous, and transnational feminist theories: (1) the dangers of
appropriation and of ‘relativisms of difference’; (2) the lack of application of theories to
girls’ lived realities; and (3) the discounting of girls’ own practices of engagement and
resistance.

Relativisms of Difference

As I discussed in Chapter 3, there is danger in blindly adopting the metaphorical
traps of border crossing, multiplicity, and hybridity. These concepts serve as important
counter;essentialist strategies; however, the limitations and potentially silencing effects
of transgressing previously fixed analytical categories must be underlined. The pitfall is
that ‘difference talk’ can reify problematic dichotomies of authenticity or purity through a
‘relativism of difference’ that uncritically celebrates all hybridizations as similarly
produced and equally meaningful. To wit, Indigenous theorists argue that
postcolonialism, as it has been taken up in mainstream Western theory and criticism,
actually works to erase historicized sites of struggle and ongoing colonial power
relations. In a similar vein, transnational feminists emphasize that Western feminism’s
construction of a universal ‘womanhood’ erases asymmetrical experiences of patriarchies

among women. Hall (1997) concurs that the growing hybridization of our cultural
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formations and identities creates paradoxical opportunities for both decolonization and
recolonization:

Hybridity can be the call of both corporate multiculturalism at its most

imperialistic, and of libratory alliances seeking justice; hybridity can be a

positive resource for forming a heterogeneous community or an aggressive

warning that some people will never belong here (p. 179).
While identity must be reconceptualized as a continuous, open-ended process, it is at
once contextualized by individual circumstances and agency and mediated by powerful
sociocultural and historical forces that permeate the contexts within which individual
agency is exerted. Certainly the extent to which a girl becomes hybrid, syncretic,
postcolonial, or transnational will vary based on factors of race, nationality, and/or class
location. Racialized minority girls may have fewer opportunities to manoeuvre and make
choices within hegemonic social formations than girls whose social location might
provide buffers. And so, while theoretical reformulations of hybridity open up a greater
plurality of forms that a girl might collate to produce new biographies of identity and
social belonging, Hall (1997) stresses that the available choices are largely predetermined
and carefully monitored.

Hall (1997) further emphasizes that this is a paradox of global mass culture on
which transnational corporations and institutions, including universities, have already
capitalized. The global postmodern, he argues, is

enormously absorptive, but the homogenization is never absolutely
complete, nor does it work for completeness. It wants to recognize and
absorb differences within a larger, overarching framework of what is
essentially an American conception of the world. It does not attempt to
obliterate differences: it operates through them (p. 176).

The corporate and institutional appropriation and commodification of hybrid identities
undermines a praxis of resistance. Alongside our grassroots efforts occurs a different,

more absorptive kind of neocolonialism that can appropriate our counter narratives.
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Practical Applications to Girls

The second gap that concerns me relates to intellectual exclusivity, conceptual
ambiguity, and a resulting lack of practical application, specifically to girls, of feminist,
postcolonial, and Indigenous discourses of decolonization. The contributions of girlhood
studies in theorizing girls’ lived realities have been largely ignored in transnational
feminisms. Transnational feminists typically assume a subject who is primarily a
deterritorialized woman, with particular kinds of transnational knowledges, histories, and
agencies; girls’ experiences are collapsed into this subject (Bhavnani, 1990; Brah, 1996,
1992; Narayan & Harding, 2000). Transnational feminists’ politicization of gender, race,
class and nationhood has evolved to the detriment of other dimensions of difference, such
as, and most relevant here, the role of age formations in structuring girls’ experiences.

Gaps in Indigenous discourses also contribute to the underexamination of
multipositioned girls. In contrast to transnational feminist concerns with transborder
movement, Indigenous scholars privilege territorialized notions of rootedness,
community, and nationhood as a way to further a self-governance agenda. These political
discourses, focusing as they do on sovereignty and territorial and community
cohesiveness, collapse important racialized, ethnicized, gendered, classed, and age-based
positionalities into the project of nation building.'” As a consequence, the concerns of
girls and women are underexamined (Battiste & Henderson, 2000; Lawrence, 2004;

Proulx, 2003).

' Although the notion of transnationalism refers mainly to global migrants, I conceptualize Indigenous
peoples as also transnational because of (1) their positioning as colonized and displaced subjects within
Canada itself, paradoxically uprooted from territories and re-rooted into territorialized ethnic ghettos (i.e.,
reserves), and (2) because Indigenous peoples have always operated as transnational subjects with complex
political, social, and economic interactions with other Indigenous nations and territories. A
conceptualization of sovereign nations as already inherently complex and transnational counters the Euro-
Western colonial imaginary of Aboriginal peoples as loosely organized, homogenous, and rooted
populations.
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Finally, postcolonial theories have been called to task for using elitist language
“with few political implications, enabling a passive and comfortable—if linguistically
sophisticated—intellectual quietism” (Adorno, cited in Friedman, 1998, p. 92).'® Lal
(1996) contends that meta-theorizations of postcolonialism have limited their
implications for social change “to textual practices” (p. 188). Theoretically
transformative scholarship, while necessary, provides insufficient links and applications
to tangible, material social change; missing are applications to the lives of those outside
the realm of academic debates, notably those of girls.

The schism that separates theories of feminism and decolonization from girl-
centered practices of social change further undermines the applications of these theories
for girl-centered activism. This results in girls being largely excluded from full
participation as producers of knowledge about themselves, not only within the confines
of their social environments, but within the conceptual confines of these fields of study.
Girls’ Agency and Engagement

The final conceptual gap I examine here traverses all these theories and leads to
the core of my dissertation. As I underscored in Chapter 3, our theories and practices do
not fully recognize the strategies that racialized girls employ to negotiate the complex
cultural spheres of their everyday lives. The endeavour to understand how girls make
sense of and respond to the discourses, practices, and policies that constitute them as
racialized, gendered, classed, sexed subjects is central to my explication of TE. After all,
Griffin (2004) argues that girls are “constituted as objects at the intersection of a number

of competing claims to truth. In other words, there is nothing ‘essential’ about girlhood; it

'8 Discourses of postcolonialism have been shaped and explicated by the ‘high theorists’ of post-
colonialism. The most prolific, such as Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, Frantz Fanon and Stuart Hall,
represent the diasporic intellectual (and largely male) elite of the world’s large postcolonial metropoli such
as London, New York and Delhi.
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is always produced and negotiated (by us, but especially by girls) in particular historical
and political moments” (p. 32).

The assumption in existing psychosocial models that girls are automatically
socialized into predetermined gender, ethnic, or cultural characteristics minimizes girls’
agency in making active sense of, negotiating, and resisting social formations. According
to Weaver (1990), gaps in existing psychological frameworks preclude us from
understanding the strategies that enable girls to move within and across geographic and
sociocultural borders, identities, ethnicities, and languages. These theories fail to
explicate the types of knowledges and skills that girls develop through this daily juggling
act while dealing with systemic patriarchies. Brown and Gilligan (1992) contend that
girls’ relational strategies are “unknown, and therefore unacknowledged and
unappreciated” (p. 10). Incongruence between theories and girls’ lived experiences
becomes a barrier to investigating the juxtaposition of global forces and local contexts
that shape their identities and thus, their practices of engagement.

Taking it a step further, a report of the Search Institute (2003) on developmental
assets among youth of colour noted that “the public, media, policy makers and
researchers too often focus only on the problems these young people face, leaving a gap
in knowledge and dialogue about the strengths of young people of color” (p. 1). The
predominant picture of minority girls as fractured, under psychological distress, and
vulnerable to high risk factors forecloses a more textured representation of girls’ capacity
to respond to and resist colonial and patriarchal formations.

These gaps are most obvious among debates on youth participation, a central
theme of my study and one I explicate in Chapter 10. Homogenous, mainstream models
for youth participation lead to a quantification of certain kinds of leadership and
engagement, and discount girls’ unique forms of sociocultural, political, and economic

participation. The result is even less comprehension of how girls engage with multiple
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patriarchies, feminist concepts and values, global changes, and the diversity in their own
lives. This is a strong incentive for a new conceptual framework that offers a
correspondingly complex nomenclature of racialized girlhood and that supports girls in

amplifying their own voices and practices of engagement.

Disciplinary Cross-Pollinations: A Conceptual Nexus

Given dizzyingly rapid global movements, and the abstraction of theoretical
frameworks to describe them, how can we use research to elucidate the hidden
experiences of racialized girls? How do we develop a transformative praxis based on a
beneficial intersection of (1) sociological conceptualizations of global, transnational,
postcolonial, and decolonization processes; (2) participatory and emancipatory practices
and methodologies; and (3) girl-centered research and practice? And, how do we generate
political or social change, beyond theoretical applications, that speaks to girls’ practices
of resistance and engagement? Finally, what implications and recommendations can we
draw towards creating truly girl-centered research, policy, and practice?

I ponder these pivotal questions in a vacuum of theories by which to highlight the
textures of racialized girlhoods. Most notable in this respect, in addition to the gaps I
have identified, is the dearth of useful cross-pollination among these theories. Although
transnational feminists, postcolonial theorists, and Indigenous scholars share some
overlapping concerns, they tend to underexamine each other. Their theorizations,
grounded in debates and agendas that relate only to their own communities, and
positioned primarily in relation to dominant Whiteness, can only be partial. None of these
theoretical models speaks to the entirety of the intersections in my own identity, nor to
those revealed during analysis of “It’s About Us.”

This vacuum provides a compelling argument for the value of a conceptual

translation among different fields: “At the very least, we need a framework that overrides
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these forms of disengagement—a cross-disciplinary framework that accommodates
multiple identities and oppressions and that suggests connections between academic
inquiry and social action” (Messer-Davidow, 1991, p. 290). My transdisciplinary model
engages across and within these perspectives at a horizontal level, without having to
constantly engage with the dominant lens. I reemphasize that this compilation is
somewhat artificial in the sense that not all of these theories share conceptual affinities.
Though I highlight a partial picture of each model, I do so with a view to building a
hybrid research epistemology that acknowledges vertical, horizontal, and scattered
connections among marginalized researchers and girls from disparate subjectivities. The
length of this dissertation underscores the difficulty that confronts me in crafting a
conceptual whole at a transdisciplinary nexus.

Despite the difficulties inherent in conceptual translation, it is clear that a
multifaceted analysis provides “an important reminder of the multiple and contradictory
nature of subjectivity, hence of the complexities of working with the stories of outsiders
who resist domination” (Razack, 1993, p. 6). The complexities Razack (1993) describes
are part of the difficulty we face in exploring transformative practices with girls. Whether
they involve resistance or marginalization, the impact of shifting postcolonial formations
on girls is neither universal nor easily encapsulated by one analytical category.
Disciplinary cross-pollinations, I argue, allow productive conjunctures for a praxis of

resistance that innovates new narratives of girlhood.



64

CHAPTER 5:
ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR “IT’S ABOUT US”: RESEARCH DESIGN AND

METHODOLOGY

The “It’s About Us” project responded to racialized minority girls’ requests for a
‘space of their own’ in which to explore their experiences of gendered racialization in a
predominantly White Canadian city. This chapter describes the enabling conditions for
the emergence of this knowledge; our unique research design supported and expanded the
girls’ practices of resistance and engagement. Through their involvement in community
development and social action, the girls contributed invaluable knowledge about how
they negotiate social formations related to gender, race, class, nationality, sex, and age.
Our research team drew on principles of community-based participatory feminist research
to center the girls’ concerns about social belonging, citizenship formation, participation,
and community development. The iterative research design was grounded in expressive
methods that included popular theatre, photography, and art. Procedural data were
garnered from focus group discussions, theatre sessions and scripts, participant-
observation, journaling, and photo-ethnography.

In this chapter, to provide context for my research, I first provide an overview of
the history and design of the larger project in which “It’s About Us” was embedded.
Next, through a discussion of terminology, I introduce the ideologies and objectives that
guided our research design, methodology, and documentation process. Finally, I expand

on the methodological framework of my dissertation.

The “It’s About Us” Research Project: History and Background

As noted in Chapter 1, the theatre-focused “It’s About Us” project was part of a
multiphase study headed by Dr. Jo-Anne Lee. This larger study investigated social

cohesion and the intersectionality of race, class, and gender in the lives of racialized
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girls.19 Dr. Lee’s research project, based in Victoria, British Columbia, was grounded in
an emergent, feminist, participatory research design that involved numerous community
and research partners. For clarity of discussion, I have organized the study into three
discrete phases, iliustrated in Figure 5.1: (1) the exploratory focus group/survey phase;
(2) the participatory phase, including the “It’s About Us” theatre project; and (3) the post-
research phase, where ;esearch participants formed Anti-dote. *° It must be understood,
however, that characteristic of the fluid nature of PAR, these components overlapped in

time, content, and process.

' Dr. Lee’s study on racialized minority girls in Victoria formed one component of a national SSHRC-
funded study conducted with partners from the University of British Columbia and Concordia University.
This larger study was entitled “The Intersectionality of Race and Gender in Social Cohesion: An
Examination of Factors Influencing Identity Formation, Experiences of Violence, and Integration of
Marginalized Girls in Canadian Society.”

2 My research project, “It’s About Us,” was Phase 2 of the larger, 3-phase study.
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